The Spirit of Sport: Recreation on Montana\u27s Reservations, 2008 by University of Montana--Missoula. School of Journalism. Native News Honors Project
University of Montana
ScholarWorks at University of Montana
Native News Honors Project, 1992-2019 University of Montana Publications
2008
The Spirit of Sport: Recreation on Montana's
Reservations, 2008
University of Montana--Missoula. School of Journalism. Native News Honors Project
Let us know how access to this document benefits you.
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/nativenews
This Newspaper is brought to you for free and open access by the University of Montana Publications at ScholarWorks at University of Montana. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Native News Honors Project, 1992-2019 by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks at University of Montana. For
more information, please contact scholarworks@mso.umt.edu.
Recommended Citation
University of Montana--Missoula. School of Journalism. Native News Honors Project, "The Spirit of Sport: Recreation on Montana's
Reservations, 2008" (2008). Native News Honors Project, 1992-2019. 17.
https://scholarworks.umt.edu/nativenews/17
TheSpirit ofSport
RECREATION O N  M O N T A N A S  RESERVATIONS
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2008 Native News Project
The Spirit o f Sport.
Through all ages, and in all cultures, athletes have represented the strength of a people, their identity, and their determination.
Mention sports and Indians in the same sentence in Montana, and for many people basketball will immediately come to mind.
From the world championship performance of the Fort Shaw Indian Boarding School’s all-Indian women’s basketball team at the 1904 World’s Fair in St. 
Louis to Jonathan Takes Enemy’s iconic rise to fame on the Crow Reservation in the early 1980s, basketball has become a source of pride on Montana’s 
reservations, a means, in part, of reclaiming a lost sense of identity.
Students in this Native News publication tell the stories of a few more recent basketball achievements.
In March, the Northern Stars from Rocky Boy High School made it to the finals of the Montana State Class C  Championship, cheered on by what seemed 
to be nearly the entire population of the reservation.
Many Montanans remember Kayla Lambert, from Fort Peck, who in her prep career scored far more points than any boy or girl in the history' of Montana 
basketball. You’ll learn about how since high school she has struggled to overcome personal setbacks to find a balance between academics and continuing 
her college basketball career.
But sports and recreation on Montana’s reservations encompasses much more than basketball.
Indian relay has been a way of life for generations of the close-knit Kirkaldie family from the Fort Belknap Reservation. O n  the Blackfeet Reser­
vation, a boxing club keeps young men focused and out of trouble. And it was boxing that made Marvin Camel’s name known far beyond the bor­
ders of the Flathead Reservation. The two-time world champion leads a family of superstars whose names are synonymous with sports success. 
The Bighorn River is a renowned blue-ribbon fishery on the Crow Reservation. Millions of dollars flow to the reservation from this re­
source, but Barry Real Bird is one of the few Crows to earn a living from guiding fly-fishermen on the river.
Though sports can be an obsession, some of the reservations have few or inadequate facilities for recreation. The Boys and Girls Club on
the N o rth  Cheyenne Reservation provides a safe haven for children who have little adult supervision and are left to entertain themselves.
You’ll find these stories on the pages that follow. But there’s more on our Web site, too. N o t  only can you see complementary' multimedia 
stories about the topics in this tab, but you’ll also find stand-alone packages.
See and hear from the Hendrickson family from the Flathead Reservation, whose home is a living museum of rodeo trophies won by a 
father and his sons. And from the Blackfeet Reservation, explore the revival of traditional Indian games lost in the wake of missionary 
school education. Find them at www.umt.edu/nativenews.
O n  Montana reservations sports and recreation speak of hardship and success, of strength and of striving, and of the pride of 
the state’s indigenous people.
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Staying on t op By W hitney  Berm es St Tiffany W ilson 
Basketball has taken Kayla Lambert from  th e Fort Peck R eservation  to  a 
sm all c o lle g e  in L ethbridge, A lb erta . T he road has b een  a b u m p y  o n e .
N o  place to go  By Trevon M illiard St W ayne Smith 
Recreational facilities on  the N orthern  C h ey en n e  R eservation have 
com e and g o n e , leaving kids w ith little to  d o . 1 0 - 1 3
14-17
The racing life By Kaylee P o rter St Jenn ifer Ellis 
C lo se  fam ily ties  have h elp ed  o n e  team  from  th e Fort Belknap  
R eservation  su cceed  at th e  h ig h est lev e ls  o f  Indian relay.
Maki ng it on the Bighorn
By M urphy  W o odhouse  St Hugh C arey
D esp ite w orld -c lass fly-fish ing on  their reservation , few  C row  have 
been  able to  break in to  th e tourism  industry.
A  fighting chance By Bill O ra m  St A delle W atts
Frank Kipp started a y o u th  b ox in g  club  on  th e  Blackfeet R eservation  
to  keep kids o u t o f  trou b le . For th o se  in v o lv ed , it's w orking.24-27
i &
18-23reflE - . .
W itnessing h istory By M ike G errity  St K enneth Billington 
Fans g e t beh ind  a y o u n g  basketball team  from  Rocky Boy High S chool 
as the b o y s  make a run at the s c h o o l's  first sta te  cham pionsh ip . 28-31
32-35
Family legacy By L auren Russell St Krista M iller 
S p o rts  a llo w ed  th e C am el fam ily to  fit in— and stand o u t— o n  the  
Flathead R eservation . But th e  leg a cy  a th letics gave them  is  m ixed .
Visit w w w .u m t.ed u /n a t iv en ew s
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Staying on top
Family tragedy and academic struggles haven't kept Kayla Lambert off the court
4
SP#' CAMK
O n  a co ld  an d  sn o w y  
n ig h t  in H a y s ,  on  
M o n ta n a ’s H i -  
L ine, 5 -year-o ld  
K ayla L a m b e r t  was 
n o w h e re  to  be  fo u n d .
H e r  fam ily  sea rched  
ev e ry w h ere  in th e  house .
O u ts id e ,  o n  th e  sn o w -c o v e re d  
b la c k to p ,  Kayla, shovel in hand , 
w as t ry in g  to  c lea r  th e  c o u r t .  She 
w a n te d  to  p lay  an d  c o u l d n ’t wait 
fo r  th e  M o n ta n a  sp r in g t im e  to  
m e l t  th e  s n o w  so  she  c o u ld  heave 
th e  ball at th e  baske t.
T h is  d e te rm in e d  litt le  girl w o u ld  
g ro w  u p  to  be th e  m o s t  prolific  
s c o re r— m ale  o r  fem ale— to  se t  
fo o t  on  a M o n ta n a  baske tba l l  
c o u r t .
Kayla b r o k e  re c o rd  a f te r  re co rd  
a f te r  h e r  fam ily  m o v ed  to  th e  far 
n o r th e a s te rn  c o r n e r  o f  M o n ta n a ,  
to  B ro c k to n ,  p o p u la t io n  400, on  
th e  F o r t  Peck R eserva tion .
“She p u t  B ro c k to n  
o n  th e  m ap , she 
p u t  n o r th e a s te rn  
M o n ta n a  o n  the  
m ap , she  p u t  F o r t  
Peck  R eserva tion  
o n  the  m a p ,” 
says family fr iend  
M a r ty  Dillon.
B u t s truggles  in 
th e  c lass ro o m , a long  
w ith  fam ily  tragedy  and
tro u b le  th a t  sen t  b o th  
p a ren ts  to  p r iso n  
fo r  a year, derailed 
K ayla’s q u es t  
fo r  co n t in u in g  
success a f te r  her 
h igh  sch o o l  glory 
days.
V
In a 100-game 
h igh  schoo l 
ca ree r  th a t  
sp an n e d  1998 to  
2001, Kayla set 
th e  s ta te  scoring  
re co rd  w ith  3,453 
p o in ts .  T h a t ’s 690 
p o in ts  b e t te r  th an  
th e  h ig h es t  
s c o r i n g  
b o y  
i n
s ta te  h is to ry ,  a n d  m o r e  th a n  900 
b e t t e r  th a n  any  o t h e r  girl.
A s  a f re sh m an ,  sh e  averaged 
31.9 p o in ts  p e r  g am e,  s e t t in g  
h e r  first  s ta te  re c o rd ,  f o r  average 
p o in ts  p e r  gam e. T h e  fo l lo w in g  
season , she  b r o k e  h e r  o w n  reco rd ,  
averag ing  42.2 p o in t s  a gam e. In  
o n e  gam e sh e  m ad e  65, th e n  
p ro v in g  it  n o  fluke, s co red  
a n o th e r  65 la te r  in the 
season . She b e t te re d  
th a t  re c o rd ,  s c o r in g  66, 
th e  n e x t  year.
Story by 
W h i t n e y  B e r m e s  
Photos by 
T i f f a n y  W i l s o n
F O R T  P E C K 
R E S E R V A T I O N
R oosevelt,
Kayla tacked on three more state 
records her junior season: most 
points scored in one quarter (27), 
m ost points scored in one half (45) 
and m ost points for a single season 
(1,034), becoming the only player in 
state history to  score m ore  than 1,000 
points in a season.
Kayla once tallied 
double: 51 points, 15 
assists and 10 steals.
3-pointers 
invited to
a quadruple- 
rebounds, 10 
She hit nine 
in one game. She was 
the N ike All-American
Camp, marking the first time a Native 
American girl had attended.
N o  m atte r  what game plan 
opposing coaches concocted, nothing 
they threw at Kayla could stop her. 
O ften  tw o defenders hovered around 
her incessantly, even when she stood 
at half court, far from the action.
H er record-breaking performances 
earned her Class C  all-conference, 
all-district, all-divisional and all- 
state honors  every year. She earned 
M ontana’s Gatorade Player of the 
Year her junior and senior seasons.
People traveled from all over 
northeastern M ontana to see her play, 
people with no connection to the 
school. Scobey to Sidney, Glasgow to 
Bainville. They  knew the legend and 
wanted to see for themselves.
“M y husband doesn’t like girls’ 
basketball,” says Brockton High 
School business teacher Susan 
H anson . “H e  d idn’t miss a game for 
four years.”
The tiny gym of the Brockton 
Warriors only held about 400 people, 
no t enough to  accommodate all who 
wanted to see Kayla. Extra 
chairs were placed
A n e n c a s e d  bask e tb a ll highlights th e  3 ,4 5 3  poin ts K ayla Lam bert sc o red  during  h e r  high schoo l c a re e r  in B rockton. K ayla sc o re d  m o re  p o in ts  th a n  
a n y  p la y e r  in M o n ta n a  history, boy  o r  girl, becom ing  th e  first p e rso n  to tally  m o re  th a n  3 ,0 0 0  points.
along the baselines 
of the court to 
a c c o m m o d a t e  
the crowds.
H e r  junior 
year, when 
B r o c k t o n  
played a 
Richey team 
b o a s t i n g  
a 69-game 
w i n n i n g  
s t r e a k ,  
the school 
relocated the 
game 35 miles 
down the road to
Scobey
C ounties: / 
Valley, D aniels, Sheridan  
R eservation center: Poplar 
Population: 1 0 ,3 2 1  
N ative: 62 %
bigger gym in Wolf Point.
Kayla’s success was about more 
than just the game for the reservation. 
People saw an Indian girl making a 
positive name for herself, and for the 
community.
“T here ’s no doubt that we could 
use som e of the things that she done 
here to  help us translate those 
qualities into o ther parts of 
ou r  lives,” says Brockton 
School counselor Ron 
Cartwright.
Kayla created a 
young fan base. 
H e r  dominance on 
the court and the 
flurry of media 
attention gave area 
children hope, 
hope that they 
too could achieve 
greatness. After 
every game, children 
clamored to have 
her autograph game 
programs o r  ripped pieces
of paper, making for long lines, 
sometimes too  long to  wrait in.
“I wanted to be like Kayla,” says 
high school senior Loretta Adams, a 
middle schooler when Kayla played. 
“I couldn’t get her autograph; there 
was always too  long of a line.”
While she graciously signed 
autograph after autograph, Kayla 
avoided the limelight, letting her 
game speak for her instead.
“Kayla would get frustrated with 
the a ttention,” recalls her mother, 
Desiree Lambert. “Kids would follow 
her around and come to  our  house. 
I told her to  be patient because they 
d idn’t have anyone else to look up 
to .”
T hough  Kayla signed autographs, 
w hen it came to post-gam e interviews 
with the media, she left that to  her 
coach and father, Bernard Lambert
J r-
“Big B, take it away!” she’d tell her 
dad.
As records fell and expectations 
m ounted, the pressure grew. Where
would she play college ball? Lots of 
speculation made the  rounds abou t 
famed Division I programs, b u t  it was 
M ontana that was m entioned  m ost 
often. T he Lady G r iz  had the best 
team in the Big Sky and had recruited 
successful Indian players. Fans from  
across the state w ould  travel hours to 
see the games. C ould  Kayla m ake a 
name for herself in Missoula?
She knew all about the doubters .
“I f  y o u ’re Native American, they 
th ink you’re no t going to  make it and 
be back on the rez drinking and not 
doing anything,” Kayla says. “ I used 
that as a m otivator.”
V
Kayla was born  in Bozeman in May 
1984, the fourth girl of Desiree, a 
Poplar native, and Bernard, a Brockton 
native, both enrolled m em bers of 
the Sioux tribe on  the Fort  Peck 
Reservation. T h e  tw o graduated from 
Montana State U niversity-N orthern  
with degrees in education.
H e r  paren ts’ teaching jobs kept 
their family moving. T hey  have ^
i
i
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In a  w alk  th ro u g h  h e r  p a s t, K ay la pulls ou t icons from her high school c a re e r , including cham pionsh ip  jackets, team  pho to s, a n d  all-star jerseys. They sit in a  s to ra g e  bin w h ere  h e r  g ra n d m o th e r  Sybil 
Lam bert, left, k eep s them  w hile K ayla is a w a y  a t  school.
lived on  six of M on tana ’̂  seven 
Indian reservations, and even in South 
Dakota for a few years. T he family 
moved to Brockton during Kayla’s 
sixth grade year because Desiree’s 
m other suffered from  diabetes and 
they wanted to be close to  her.
Bernard started coaching high 
school basketball in 1984. While the 
family lived in Lodge Grass, Kayla 
and her younger b ro th er  Jayce went 
with him to  practices. She watched 
and listened, but also w orked hard on 
perfecting her skills. She dribbled a 
basketball around the house, learning 
moves by watching basketball players 
on TV and emulating them. In middle
school, D on Lithicum, a teacher 
at Brockton, got Kayla involved in 
traveling tournaments, playing all 
around the state.
In high school, she immediately 
found success on the court. But 
it wasn’t the same story  in the 
classroom. She acknowledges that 
she gave it m inim um  effort.
“I did what I had to do ,” Kayla 
says.
O ften  that w asn’t much. She’d 
show up late for class, o r  leave 
when she wanted. H e r  father was 
superintendent of Brockton Schools, 
while family friend Jim Dillon 
was principal. She played on those
connections.
“Truthfully, it was kind of easy 
with m y dad and Jimmy D being 
principal,” Kayla admits.
Kayla’s success brought the small­
town girl big-time offers. Dillon 
says he received letters from some 
of the na tion’s top  w om en’s college 
basketball programs, including Duke, 
Wisconsin, Arizona State, University 
of Washington and Georgia Tech.
“She was as heavily recruited as 
anyone I ’ve know n in the state of 
M ontana,” says Dillon.
Kayla says she always knew the 
University o f  M ontana would be her 
choice. She verbally committed to
the school fall o f  her senior year.
“N o  m atter  how many universities, 
colleges called, I wanted to  be closer 
to hom e,” Kayla says. “I was scared. 
It was a big step coming from  a 
Class C  school. But I wanted to go. I 
w anted to  get off the reservation.”
Academic challenges in high 
school had some of Kayla’s family 
worried.
“I was always a little concerned 
about her going to college right 
away,” says her aunt A nn Lambert. 
“I ’m n o t  so sure Kayla was ready 
to go to  college, as far as going to 
school. She went to school because 
everybody expected her to. She got
6
caught up in what everybody wanted 
her to do .”
It w asn’t academics that worried 
Desiree. Missoula lies 520 miles from 
Brockton, on the opposite side of the 
state from her family.
“I d idn’t think she was ready,” 
Desiree says. “She’s really attached to 
her family, to her sisters, to her dad.” 
H e r  first year at U M , Kayla wasn’t 
allowed to  play because her SAT and 
A C T  scores d idn’t meet N C A A  
Division I standards. T hat meant 
she couldn’t get a scholarship for 
at least a year and that tuition, fees 
and living expenses were her family’s 
responsibility.
In fall 2002, Kayla started school. 
Before official practices started, she 
scrimmaged with Lady Griz players 
in open gym and began the same 
weight lifting regimen. O nce  the 
season commenced, however, she 
could only watch the practices from 
the sidelines.
“I had limited access to her in 
terms of basketball,” says Lady Griz 
coach Robin Selvig. “We tried to keep 
tabs on her. But she had a hard time 
academically.”
At U M , Kayla had fun, often 
times too  much. Class attendance 
was minimal. Academic help was 
available, bu t she d idn’t use it.
“Many of m y children aren’t 
equipped to  handle college life,” 
says Dillon, referring to teenagers 
from Brockton. “M ontana’s a big 
state. My kids aren’t used to  the new 
interaction. They  have a broad family 
support here. But when they go, 
they ’re on their ow n.”
During second semester, Kayla 
stopped going to class altogether. She 
spent m ost o f  her time with friends 
in Browning, 200 mites away on  the 
Blackfeet Reservation.
“I t ’s hard when basketball is your 
focus but y o u ’re no t actually playing 
basketball,” coach Selvig says.
In the spring, she cleared out 
her dorm  room  and returned to 
Brockton.
“I p re tty  much failed the whole 
second semester,” Kayla says.
T hat summer, the coach at 
Sheridan College, a two-year school 
in Wyoming, took  a chance on Kayla, 
asking her to  play. She made up for 
lost ground in the classroom by
K a y la 's  fam ily ca tch  up with e a c h  o th e r  on  th e  first night in m o re  th a n  a  y e a r  th a t K a y la 's  m om , D esiree , w a s  back  in B rockton.
taking sum m er school at Fort Peck 
C o m m u n ity  College in Poplar. She 
earned enough credits to make her 
eligible. In  fall 2003, Kayla started 
school in Sheridan.
First semester went well for 
Kayla, she says. H e r  grades stayed 
up. Basketball kept her in line. H er  
dominance on the court continued, 
garnering her a spot on  the National 
Ju n io r  College Athletic Association 
All-Region Team.
Second semester proved to be a 
repeat of the previous year. As soon 
as basketball season wrapped up, 
Kayla withdrew from school.
“I decided as soon as basketball 
was over, I ’d quit,” Kayla says.
Instead of finding another school, 
Kayla took  almost three years off. 
She says the pressure got to  her.
“I got tired from all the expectations 
from the reservation,” Kayla says.
V
“Kayla’s family is very close knit,” 
A nn Lam bert says. So when tragedy
struck their family n o t  once, but four 
times within a few years, it proved a 
difficult time.
First was the loss o f  Desiree’s 
m other, Betty Kirn, in N ovem ber 
2000. She suffered from  diabetes and 
died in Bismarck, N .D . T hat night, 
Kayla was playing in the Class C  
division tournam ent in Sidney. H e r  
family decided to  wait until after 
the game to  break the news. But 
the tournam ent w asn’t over. Kayla 
continued playing until her team lost 
in the consolation game.
N ex t was B ernard’s sister, Tammy 
N ygard. In June  2002, the sum m er 
following Kayla’s high school 
graduation, Tammy was killed in a 
car accident just outside of Williston, 
N .D .  She was 44 years old.
Then  there was Kayla’s uncle. 
Desiree’s b ro ther  Dana Kirn, 46, was 
stabbed to death in Poplar in 2003. At 
the time, Kayla lived in Missoula. She 
left school for a week to  re turn  hom e 
for his funeral.
A bou t six m on ths  after D ana’s 
slaying, the family traveled to  Great 
Falls to  see the sentencing of his killer. 
D esiree’s father, Albert Kirn, d idn’t 
to  go, b u t  at th e  last minute , the 
iam ny talked him  into  making the 
trek. D esiree’s cousin Michael Kirn, a 
pilot, flew the two men to  G reat Falls 
for the hearing. O n  the way back, 
the plane crashed six miles sou th  of 
C hinook , killing b o th  men.
“It was a difficult t ime,” A nn says. 
“All the kids had tragedy in a short 
period o f  time.”
But the trouble d idn’t end. O n  
O c t.  19, 2006, Bernard and Desiree 
pled guilty in U.S. district court, 
Desiree to  fraudulent claims, federal 
s tuden t loan/grant fraud, and theft 
from  an Indian tribal organization, 
and Bernard to  conspiracy to  defraud 
the U nited  States.
Testimony shows that from 
N ovem ber 2001 to  D ecem ber 2002, 
while Desiree was serving as director 
o f  the D epartm en t o f  Education f o r ^
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Fort Peck Tribes, she authorized four 
"  payments, totaling $12,000, to her 
husband.
Bernard, superin tendent of 
Brockton School D istrict at the 
time, was paid that total am ount to  
write grants to various corporations 
and a 21st C en tu ry  G ran t from  the 
U.S. D epartm ent of Education. 
An investigation revealed that  the 
corporations and the D O E  had 
neither received n o r  funded the grant 
applications that Bernard was paid 
to  write.
Desiree adm itted  to investigators 
that $8,500 o f  the total $12,000 
was used for Kayla’s tuition at 
UM, according to the Office of the 
Inspector General.
Furtherm ore, court records 
disclose that w hen Desiree applied 
for financial aid fo r  Kayla’s college 
education, she subm itted  a tax return 
claiming she was the sole source of 
income for the entire family, when 
indeed she was living with and 
married to  Bernard, w ho at the time 
was making a $60,000 salary. She 
says the reason is they filed separate 
tax returns.
Testimony also shows that 
Desiree gave Kayla a Departm ent of 
Education cell phone  and that more 
than $900 in charges were paid for by 
Fort Peck Tribes.
In February 2007, Bernard and 
Desiree were each sentenced to a year
in federal prison and bo th  ordered 
to  pay restitution.
D uring the proceedings, the 
court threatened to prosecute Kayla 
because she benefited from  both  the 
grant m oney and the cell phone, her 
m o ther  says. T hat threat prom pted 
Desiree to  plea bargain, she says 
now.
“The judge told me, ‘You’re really 
lucky we d idn’t prosecute Kayla,”’ 
Desiree says.
Desiree served her term at a 
m inim um -security  federal prison 
camp in Bryan, Texas, and at the pre­
release center in Great Falls, while 
Bernard spent his time at a Duluth, 
Minn., prison camp and Gillette, 
Wyo., pre-release center.
Desiree feels today that the federal 
government treated her and her 
husband unjustly, meting out harsh 
sentences.
“I have no respect for what (the 
federal government) does,” she says. 
“I know  a w om an in there w ho stole 
half a million dollars and she only got 
six months. I t ’s no t fair.”
Desiree says her actions all stem 
from her motherly  desire to  take care 
of her children. She and her husband 
were willing to  sacrifice their own 
freedom in o rder  to  open  doors for 
their children.
“Overall, I did it to  benefit my kids 
and family,” Desiree says.
While Desiree was in prison, she
communicated with her children 
once a week, either through letters or 
by phone.
“I know (Bernard) did more,” she 
says. “H e ’s a telephone person. I ’m a 
writer. I wrote letters once a week.” 
The absence of her parents effected 
many changes in Kayla’s life.
“ (The situation with her parents) 
forced her to mature in the sense of 
being on her own,” A nn Lambert 
says. “It was traumatic for her.”
It also motivated Kayla to return 
to the sport she loved and get back 
on track in school.
“I thought about making them 
proud, to keep them happy and 
not worrying that I ’m not doing 
anything,” Kayla says.
W hen Desiree left the Great Falls 
pre-release center the last week of 
March, Kayla drove from Lethbridge, 
Alberta, to  bring her home. It was 
the first time all five of Desiree’s 
children, Kayla, Durann, 35, Raynee, 
33, Kaycee, 28, and Jayce, 21, had been 
together in more than two years.
“It feels really good,” Desiree says 
of her release. “I feel proud because 
(my kids) have done so much on 
their own.”
Desiree took away from her 
experience a greater sense that her 
children can be independent.
“I learned that my kids can make 
it on their own,” she says. “Bernard 
and I have always done everything 
for them. This whole year I worried 
about them , but I knew they could all 
make it.”
Bernard returned home on April 
17 from pre-release, nearly a m onth 
after Desiree.
T he Lamberts have.no immediate 
plans. But they’re certain they want 
to re turn  to  education careers, 
possibly at the college level, maybe 
somewhere in western Montana.
“T h e y ’re going to  start all over, 
get their feet on the ground,” Kayla 
says. “It  will be nice to have them a 
lot closer fo r  me to go see.”
V
While Kayla’s parents served their 
prison terms, her close friend Jamie 
St. G oddard  and her family took 
Kayla into their Browning home. 
H e r  parents treated her "as  one 
#of their own.
“T hey  took  care of me,” Kayla
says. “They  pre tty  much were there 
for me when I was going through all 
o f  tha t .”
While Kayla was living in Browning 
with the St. Goddards, the w om en’s 
basketball coach at Lethbridge 
College caught wind of her.
Brad Karren, head coach of the 
Kodiaks for nine years, learned from 
a form er M ontana player o f  his that 
Kayla wasn’t playing. Karren visited 
Kayla in Browning and convinced her 
to join his team.
“Brad really helped in the parent 
situation,” Kayla says. “H e  kind of 
came and saved me from wasting my 
talent.”
Kayla enrolled at Lethbridge in 
spring 2007, taking general studies. 
She again went into school knowing 
it w asn’t her priority.
“I pre tty  much came up here to 
play ball,” Kayla says. “It always 
comes back down to  basketball.”
D uring  the 2007-2008 season, 
Kayla again ran into academic trouble. 
D uring the first semester, Kayla took 
an online course, thinking she would 
breeze through, going at her own 
pace.
“I was lazy; I d idn’t know how to 
do it,” Kayla says. “I thought it would 
be easy.”
She was failing the course. H er  
grade point average dropped to a 
1.5. In  the Alberta Colleges Athletic 
Conference, an athlete can play with 
a 1.5 GPA. But newly hired athletic 
director Mark Kosak changed the 
standards for athletes at Lethbridge 
College to a m inim um  2.0.
Kayla sat o u t  for nearly a month, 
missing six games, until she got her 
grades back on  track. She, Karren 
and Kosak created a plan to  get her 
playing again. She received one-on- 
one tu toring to  improve study habits 
and enrolled in a reading class.
“I d o n ’t let them play if they d o n ’t 
pass their classes,” Karren says. “It 
was a good learning experience for her. 
I ’ve seen a p re tty  big improvement in 
her this semester. I hope to get her 
on the right track. Basketball is great, 
but you always need som ething to 
fall back o n .”
▼
As a green and white Brockton 
Warriors visitor’s pass dangles from 
her neck, Kayla walks the hallways
K ayla looks th rough  h e r  sc h ed u le  a s  she  sits in h e r  re a d in g  class on  a  Friday a f te rn o o n  in M arch  
a t Lethbridge C o llege  in A lb e rta . The c lass is p a r t  o f a  p lan  she c rea ted  with her c o ach  a n d  the 
athletic d irec to r to m ain ta in  a c a d e m ic  eligibility so  she  c a n  continue to  p lay  bask e tb a ll.
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'It always com es  back dow n to  basketball/ 7 -  Kayia Lam bert
K ayla stre tch es fo r a  re b o u n d  d u rin g  a  p ickup  g a m e  w ith so p h o m o re s  from  her a lm a  m ater. D uring h igh  schoo l, K ayla fre q u e n te d  this w orn -ou t b la c k to p  th a t  lay  m ere y a rd s  from  h e r h o u se , o ften  
shoo ting  h o o p s  la te  in to  th e  night.
of her old s tom ping ground. She 
greets familiar teachers, jokes with 
kids.
O n  this calm, sunny spring day in 
Brockton, while trains rumble past 
the tiny, windblown town, between 
Highway 2 and the mighty Missouri 
River, Kayla returns to  the w orn 
blacktop where she spent many hours 
perfecting her game.
A group of 1 Oth grade boys casually 
shoot around o n  the gravel-covered 
blacktop. Kayla brings a basketball
outside and joins them.
Kayla smiles as she shoots with the 
younger kids. T he metal backboard 
of the hoop, spotted  with rust, sits 
still while shot after shot of Kayla’s 
swooshes th rough the net.
T hey  start a friendly game.
“D o n ’t let her shoot!” a boy yells.
Even though this is Kayla’s first 
re turn  hom e in m ore than a year, she 
is far from  forgotten  in this town.
H e r  parents sacrificed everything 
to see her play at the college
level. N o w  it’s her tu rn  to  prove 
som ething to them.
As for Kayla’s future, only 
basketball remains certain. She 
doesn ’t want to  think beyond college 
yet. Two m ore years o f  eligibility 
remain at Lethbridge College, plus a 
trip  to  Sweden this sum m er to  play 
for European professional scouts, 
and the constant recruiting by bigger 
schools. But basketball is as far as 
Kayla can see.
“I ’ve had a lot of good players, but
she ranks up there as one of the best 
players I ’ve ever coached,” Karren 
says. “But the num ber one focus is 
getting the school w ork  done. She’s 
s tarting to  know  it’s im portan t.”
Kayla’s passion for basketball 
has always overshadowed the need 
to  succeed in school. But as she 
matures, she understands m ore and 
more that  w ithou t school, the game 
doesn’t  go on.
“I made mistakes back then and I 
want to  fix them  now,” Kayla says. O
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No place to go
A  reservation co p es  with the lack o f  recreational opportunities
Swimming w as p o p u la r  in Lame D eer until th e  poo l c ra c k e d  a n d  filled with b rackish  w a te r  from  a n  
u n d e rg ro u n d  spring . N o w  c o n c re te  chunks, d irt a n d  w eed s  fill th e  swimming pool.
Story by 
Trevon Milliard 
P hotos by 
Wayne Smith
E very  s u m m e r  day, Kevin  
L o n eb e a r  an d  his f r ie n d s  ro d e  
th e i r  b icycles t o  t h e  t o w n  poo l .  
T h e y ’d  sw im  b e fo re  L i t t le  League 
p rac t ice ,  th e n  g a th e r  c ra b  apples  
b e fo re  h e a d in g  b a c k  to  t h e  poo l  
fo r  a n o th e r  sw im . T h e  w a te r  was 
clear an d  th e  s u r r o u n d in g  c e m e n t  
d e c k  was p a in te d  a s k y  blue .
“E v ery  k id  in L a m e  D e e r  was at 
th a t  sw im m in g  p o o l  ev en  t h o u g h  
th a t  w a te r  w as ice c o ld ,” L o n e b e a r  
says. “Boy, th e r e  w as lines o f  
k id s .”
L o n e b e a r  is n o w  39. T h e  
p o o l  is still th e re ,  b u t  m u c h  has 
ch an g ed .  K ids d o n ’t can n o n b a l l  
o f f  th e  1 0 -fo o t  h ig h  dive. T h e  
s o u n d s  o f  sp lash es  a n d  giggling 
n o  lo n g e r  e c h o  t h r o u g h  to w n .  
M a n y  k ids  d o n ’t  even  k n o w  Lam e 
D eer,  o n  th e  N o r t h e r n  C h e y e n n e  
R eserv a t io n ,  has a poo l .
“All th e se  y o u n g e r  k id s  ask 
a b o u t  i t , ” L o n e b e a r  says. “ Every  
t im e  w e tell th e m  w e  had a pool,  
th e y  d o n ’t believe us. We tell th em  
it was r ig h t  over  th e re .”
A  m o u n d  o f  c e m e n t  c h u n k s  and 
d i r t  n o w  fill th e  p o o l ’s h o l lo w  belly. 
Scruffy  b u sh es  g ro w  o u t  o f  the  
heap , h id in g  th e  p o o l ,  as d o e s  the  
tall ye l lo w  grass t h a t  rips th ro u g h  
cracks in th e  c e m e n t  deck .  C h r o m e  
railings th a t  d e sc e n d e d  in to  w a te r
n o w  d isappear  in to  ru b b le  and  
ro o ts .  Two d iv ing  b o a rd s  still 
o v e r lo o k  th e  poo l .  B eh ind  it is a 
c in d e rb lo c k  b u i ld in g  th a t  once  
h o u s e d  sh o w ers  a n d  b a th ro o m s .
Toile ts  a n d  u rina ls  still line th e  
walls, a n d  a g ir l ’s sm all sh o e  lies in 
a co rner .
T h e  L am e  D e e r  p o o l  c lo sed  in 
1981, tw o  s u m m e rs  a f te r  it o p en e d .
I t  w as bu il t  ab o v e  a n  u n d e r g ro u n d  
sp ring ,  a n d  th e  m u d d y  soil  that 
encased  its walls caused  th e  rigid 
ce m e n t  t o  c rack , says 73-year- 
o ld  F red e r ick  C h a re t t e ,  a fo rm er  
tr ibal  e m p lo y ee  in ch a rg e  o f  parks 
an d  rec rea t ion .
“W ate r  f r o m  th e  s p r in g  go t 
inside  th e  p o o l ,” C h a r e t t e  says. 
“You had  th is  real b ra ck ish  w ate r  
in there .  I t  co u ld  ac tua l ly  be  black. 
I t  ju s t  d am ag e d  th a t  p o o l  to  no 
e n d .”
T h e  p o o l  co u ld  have been  
repa ired  b u t  th e  c o s t  was to o  
great ,  C h a r e t t e  says. T h e  tribal 
co u n c il  had  used  a federal g ra n t  to  
bu ild  th e  p o o l ,  b u t  h ad  n o  m o n e y  
fo r  u p k ee p ,  he explains.
T h e  N o r t h e r n  C h e y e n n e  
R eserva tion ,  w h ich  is a b o u t  104 
miles eas t  o f  Billings, co n s is ts  of 
o p e n  grass fields, t im b e re d  hills 
an d  fo u r  to w n s :  A sh lan d ,  Busby, 
B irn ey  an d  L am e D eer ,  w h ich  
is th e  heart  o f  th e  reserva tion .  
B ut th e re  a r e n ’t m a n y  jo b s  o r  
bus inesses .  T h e  u n e m p lo y m e n t  
ra te  is 60 p e rcen t ,  a c c o rd in g  to  
th e  B ureau  o f  In d ian  Affairs . 
O f  th e  40 p e rc e n t  w h o  have 
jobs, 16 p e rc e n t  live in poverty . 
T h e  re se rv a t io n  is p o p u la te d  by 
a b o u t  5,000 p eo p le ,  91 p e r c e n t  o f  
w h o m  are N o r t h e r n  C h e y e n n e .  
A lm o s t  h a lf  th e  re se rv a t io n
re s id e n ts  are 19 years  o ld  o r
y o u n g e r ,  b u t  th e r e ’s n o t  m u c h  to  
e n te r ta in  th e m .  T h e  re se rv a t io n
u sed  to  have m o re  to  offer.
D ecad es  ago, L am e D e e r  h ad  a
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Lame D ee r is ho m e to  a b o u t 2 ,0 1 8  p e o p le . I t 's  th e  b ig g est tow n on  th e  N o rth e rn  C h e y en n e  
R eservation .
m o v ie  thea te r ,  bowling alley, zoo, 
golf course, and an ice cream parlor.
These days, Lame D eer’s main 
s tretch— C heyenne Avenue— has
one gas station, a store, an auto 
repair shop, a laundromat, and a few 
o th er  buildings, but no restaurants, 
nothing extra. Jus t  the essentials, and 
barely that.
Young people arc starving for 
entertainment, for fun. And to make 
the problem worse, parents are less 
involved and have stopped coaching 
league sports like softball, baseball, 
and basketball. With little to do, 
many teens are getting into trouble 
with drugs and alcohol.
Wilson Littlewolf, a sophom ore at 
Lame Deer H igh School, tries to stay 
out o f  drugs and many nights just 
watches movies with his girlfriend.
“I try to stay home. Stay sober,” he 
says.
Many youngsters his age are into 
m etham phetam ine and huffing gas, he 
says. But the drinking is the worst.
“I wish they’d take all the meth 
away,” Wilson says, “and move the 
bar far away from here instead of 
right by the rez line.”
The reservation doesn’t allow the 
sale of alcohol, but that doesn’t stop 
the drinking. People in Lame Deer 
need only drive five miles north  on 
Highway 39 to  J im tow n Bar, a lone 
building beside the road, just a couple 
hundred feet across the reservation 
boundary line. The only o th er  nearby 
town is Colstrip , another 18 miles up 
the road.
Parents are caught
addictions too, leaving 
their children to fend for 
themselves.
Wilson is no
exception. H e  lives 
with his grandma.
She raised him even 
though his m om  
lives just a couple 
minutes o u to f  town 
in M uddy Cluster, 
a small com m unity  
behind the hills 
of Lame Deer.
“M y m om  had 
o ther things to  do,
I guess,” Wilson says.
“She used to  drink a lot 
when I was little.”
But many kids d o n ’t have other 
family members to  turn to, or their 
grandparents are too old to  raise 
another child.
V
E m m a Harris, 55, sees many 
o f  these neglected kids. They come 
into Lame D eer’s Boys and Girls 
Club, which she runs. The club, on 
the south  side of town, is one of the 
few safe places left for kids to play. 
It offers the only indoor full-court 
gym in town, and a game room with 
billiards and foosball. But kids aren’t 
knocking the doors down. T h ey ’re 
actually pressured by peers to stay 
away from  the club and encouraged 
to roam the streets, Harris says. I t ’s 
not the cool place to  be.
T he club had 230 members last 
year, all 18 o r  younger, but few teens 
are regulars. O n ly  about 15 teenagers 
come to  the club to  play basketball 
M onday through Friday night when 
the club is open, says Shannlyn 
Spotted Elk, 16, the only teen girl 
w ho comes on a regular basis.
Some o f  the children who do come 
have drug-addicted parents and need 
a place to  stay, Harris  says, and they 
wind up at her home. O n e  of these 
is a 12-year-old boy whom  Harris 
calls her “Little Guy.” H e  comes to 
the Boys and Girls C lub to play and 
to  eat, b u t  when his parents drink, he 
walks to  H arris ’ house.
“H e  came to my house last 
weekend, so I cooked for him,” Harris 
says. “H is  b ro ther  comes in the door 
and said, ‘I did it this time! I did it 
this time!’ and he’s covered 
in blood. I ’m  thinking, 
what in the world 
happened? And he’s 
screaming, ‘Call 
the cops! Call the 
cops!’
The boy 
got into a 
fight with his 
stepdad, “Little 
G u y ’s” father, 
w ho ended up 
h o s p i t a l i z e d .  
Harris says the 
younger boy cried 
when his brother 
showed up.
“H e  loves his 
brother, so he gets
stuck between his b ro th er  and his 
dad,” she says. “I t ’s very hard for him 
to be put in that position because he 
loves both o f  them. T h e y ’re bo th  
alcoholics, his b ro th e r  and his dad. 
I t ’s hard for me to  see that Little G uy 
cry like— ,” she says before her voice 
drifts into silence.
She draws in a deep breath, trying 
to s top  the tears welling in her 
eyes, and looks out the w indow  at 
nothing.
“H e  comes here a lot, you know,” 
she says.
Harris says too  many children 
have near nothing to do and no  one 
to look after them.
“I think we’ve kind of slipped 
away from  really taking an interest in 
kids anym ore,” Harris says. “I t ’s so 
hard with what they  go th rough  to 
even want to  get attached. D o  I want 
to open that do o r  up? A m  I ready to 
open that do o r  up to  a child, o r  am I 
going to  open it and close it?
“Would I have been b e t te r  off just 
no t trying? ...  I t ’s really hard w orking 
here.”
Despite bearing such a great load, 
the Boys and Girls C lub  gets little 
help from the community. W hen 
the club opened in 1994 parents 
volunteered and the tribal council 
provided about $20,000 a year to  
keep it running, says tribal secretary 
Melissa Lonebear, w ho is Kevin 
Lonebear’s sister. But over the years, 
fewer and fewer parents volunteered
to  play with the kids, and the tribe 
s topped giving the club money. Now, 
only a handful of parents help out.
M em bership fees— $5 a year per 
child—  brought in only $1,150 last 
year.
The club relies on  grants to  survive 
and last year garnered $280,000. But 
that w o n ’t last forever, same as the 
s tory  with the swimming pool. T h e  
club constantly  needs m ore grants to 
keep afloat, so they have hired a full­
time grant writer, Harris  says.
D elano Harris, 41, also works for 
the Boys and Girls C lub  with his 
m om , Em m a Harris. H e ’s been with 
the club since it started and is now  the 
athletic director. H e  plays full-court 
basketball with the teens five nights 
a week and does his best to  keep up, 
bu t he limps down the court. A  four- 
inch scar runs down his left knee 
from the knee replacement he had in 
December. H e ’s still recovering and 
can’t run at their speed, but he tries 
and does his share of scoring.
Harris  shoots  only from beyond 
the arc. H e  was an all-star in 
the heyday of his youth , once scoring 
69 points in a game. But Harris says 
drinking took  hold of him in his teen 
years. H e  missed tw o chances to  play 
for Rocky Mountain College because 
he just wanted to drink, he says. H e 
hopes to  teach lessons he had to  learn 
the hard way.
“I try  to  give back as m uch as I 
can w ith  my experience and what ^
in
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like Kinsley W alks A long  sp en d  hours h an g in g  out on  Lame D e e r 's  main stree t, w a tch ing  p e o p le
happened to  me,” he says.
T he teens confide in him. Kelcie 
Russell, 15, is one o f  them. H e ’s a 
little short  bu t s to u t  and strong­
framed. Kelcie doesn’t get in trouble 
now, but he says in the last year he’s 
been put in the juvenile detention 
center twice for drinking. H e  came 
to the club then but comes m ore now 
that Harris talked with him after he 
was arrested.
“I started talking with him because 
he’s a good kid,” he says. “I told him, 
‘I know  it’s hard at home, bu t I’m 
always here at the club.’ I practically 
live here.”
Kelcie says that D elano  Harris  and 
the club have made a difference.
“I t ’s changed m y life,” he says. “I 
used to  get in trouble all the time. 
T here’s no th ing  in alcohol.”
But the Harrises can’t replace 
parents. O n e  boy  m oved to the 
reservation from O reg o n  and Delano 
Harris tried to get him into the club, 
but the b o y ’s story is a familiar one.
“W hen they get hom e, some of 
them have to watch little brother 
and sister while m om  and dad go 
drinking,” Harris says. “O r  they 
com e hom e drunk and the kids have 
to  watch them. T hey  have to  cook 
for them. A nd it’s real hard trying to 
fight that.”
▼
Many youngsters  and teens hang 
out at the auto repair shop, a long 
featureless brick building with four 
tall garage doors. I t  used to  be a 
pool hall for kids. T hat was years 
ago, before the graffiti on  the doors 
and before murals painted on the 
building that warn against meth and 
“fire water.” T he spray-painted colors 
are dark and cold, deep purple and icy 
blue.
There are no m ore billiards, but the 
youths still come here day o r  night, 
cold or warm.
I t ’s about 5 in the afternoon and 
40 degrees outside. F our  girls in their 
early teens wearing black hoodies 
exit a house just a few blocks away 
and walk along a red-dirt trail beaten 
through the grass. T hey  follow the 
trail to the auto  shop and  lean against 
the cold brick, placing their hands in 
their pockets, like soldiers at ease, and 
look toward the cement. Two boys, 
also clad in hoodies, stand against the
T een ag ers
gas station across the street.
A fter a few minutes, one girl pulls 
ou t a cigarette and takes a drag. After 
a few m ore puffs, all four girls stroll 
back down the sooty  red trail from 
whence they came. M inutes later, a 
few o ther kids take 
their places.
Children and 
teens walk miles 
every day in Lame 
Deer but go 
nowhere, up the 
streets and back 
down again, like sentries. I t ’s what 
the kids do to keep occupied.
Jake Otherbull,  16, says he does 
a lot o f  walking. H e ’s tall and lean, 
and has a wide nose that was broken 
once, pushed to one side and never 
realigned.
“Kids basically just walk around 
town,” Jake says. “T h a t ’s all there is 
to do on the rez.”
Jake spends many of his nights 
shooting hoops at the Boys and Girls 
Club, bu t most teens d o n ’t come to 
the club and walking isn’t enough. 
T hey  seek o ther outlets.
I t ’s easy to  fall into alcohol and 
drugs here, both for the parents and 
the kids. Alcohol has been a problem 
for a long time on the reservation, 
but residents say things have gotten 
worse. They slap bum per stickers
their
"Kids basically just walk 
around town. That's all 
there is to do on the
r e Z . "  — Ja ke  O th e r b u l l
on n  cars 
with phrases like 
“D o n ’t m eth ” and 
“Banish meth.” 
C h i l d r e n ’ s 
a n t i - m e t h  
drawings hang on 
walls in the tribal 
office, and their crayons tell more 
than kids should know. O ne  drawing 
depicts a little glass pipe, a razor blade 
and even the pink paper used to wrap 
meth.
But the reservation used to be 
different, healthier. Lame Deer had 
a small golf course in the 1930s, 
just outside o f  town. A zoo during 
that same time had animals like 
wolves, elk and deer. But the zoo 
and golf course fell into disrepair and 
eventually disappeared, says Janet 
Mullin, operato r of Jessie Mullin 
Picture M useum  in Lame Deer.
g o  by.
T h e  laundrom at used to be a 
bowling alley in the ’50s with an ice 
cream parlor on the end. A kid could 
buy a big cone for 5 cents, bu t few 
recall that. Terry McMakin is 73, and 
she remembers. She worked at the 
alley.
“I t  was fun, tons o f  fun,” she 
says. “I used to sit in the corner all 
scrunched up and set the pins by 
hand.”
She worked at the movie theater, 
too. But it “burn t down in the ’50s, 
caught fire when everyone was in 
there. T he people got out, bu t they 
don’t know  what happened.”
Also in tow n was a playground 
built by a Christian group in the early 
’90s, C hare tte  says.
“It  was a nice big wood-fort 
playground,” he says. “Somebody 
went in there and burn t it down. T h a t ’s 
what happens to playgrounds.”
But that playground was nothing 
compared to  the park Chare tte  built 
from 1992 to 1995 when he was 
d irector of parks and recreation. 
The park had baseball fields, softball 
fields, basketball courts, horseshoe
M
pits, a playground and a sand 
volleyball court, he says. Locals called 
it Jurassic Park because it was next to 
the sewage lagoons, and the smell was 
always prevalent, as it still is today.
“T he tribe, in all its wisdom, 
decided to  bulldoze the $350,000 park 
for a building [in 1995],” Charette  
says.
That building is the Indian Health 
Center. A group protested building 
the center on the site o f  the park, says 
tribal secretary Melissa Lonebear, 
who was one o f  the protesters.
T he tribe built a new park last year 
on  the o th er  side of tow n with softball 
fields, basketball courts, a playground 
and horseshoe pits. I t ’s called People’s 
Park, and it’s p re tty  much the same 
as the old one, C hare tte  says. The 
tribe could have saved $350,000 by 
building it there in the first place but 
“m ost people in charge here d o n ’t 
understand business,” he says. “They 
have no  background.”
As an example, he says the tribal 
council killed his parks and recreation 
program in 1995, just three years 
after it was created. During that stint, 
Chare tte  says he built parks and 
playgrounds across the reservation, 
and even set aside camping areas with 
fire pits and benches.
“They  though t if they done away 
with m y program, th ey ’d get my 
money,” C hare tte  says, “bu t that’s 
no t how  it w orks.” T he m oney 
reverts to  the BIA. “Everybody lost 
on that one,” he adds.
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Some residents say parents used to 
be involved. Melissa Lonebear, who 
has four children of her own, says 
that when she was a child, parents 
organized league teams for baseball, 
softball and basketball, and they 
would travel the state. N o  more.
“T hey  [parents] used to take us 
on field tribes and camping trips,” 
she says, “bu t now  there’s not really 
anything except the club.”
Lonebear was on a softball team. 
H e r  dad also organized and coached 
his own boxing team for teens. Kevin 
was on it. But jealousy is a killer on 
the reservation, Lonebear says.
“Somebody gets som ething going, 
and they get a lot of negativity for 
starting it,” she says. “People say, 
‘W hat are they doing with that m oney
th ey ’re getting?”’
H e r  dad’s boxing team ran for 
about five years and had practices 
every night. The team would travel 
the state for boxing smokers and even 
had matching jackets and trunks, she 
says. But there was talk..
“People were saying stuff about 
m y dad like, ‘W here’d he get that 
m oney?”’ she says.
T h e  family raised money by going 
door- to -door asking for donations, 
she says.
Eventually, her parents just 
s topped trying, but Lonebear and 
her amily are still involved in their 
children’s activities.
“Today, we still balance it out if my 
nephew and son both  have a game,” 
Lonebear says. “Me, my bro ther 
o r  m y parents will always go to the 
games so support is there.”
Some parents are bouncing back 
from  their addictions.
Elwin Pongah, 27, has lived in 
Lame D eer  m ost o f  his life. Growing 
up, he ran around in the timbered 
hills playing cowboys and Indians 
and climbing on red sand rocks. H e 
was kicked ou t of school at age 14 
and fell into drugs. H e has a warrant 
in H ard in— for what, he w o n ’t say—  
so he sticks to  the reservation where 
he’s safe.
“I s tay  on  the rez,” he says. “I don’t 
have time for that. G ot kids to  feed.”
Pongah has four daughters and 
one son. H e  keeps clean because he 
needs to, he says. Some o f  the kids 
he played with, and later drank with, 
now  panhandle downtown.
“They look far older than they 
should,” Pongah says. “They look 
real old. Drugs got to them. I t ’s 
sad looking at my friends I grew up 
w ith.”
Pongah has been volunteering 
at the Boys and Girls C lub for 
two m onths. O n  this Wednesday 
morning, he wipes the inside o f  the 
ovens in the kitchen. H unch ing  on 
one knee, he awkwardly positions his 
head, arm and hand inside the metal 
box and scrubs at incinerated food 
particles.
“M y daughter comes here. So I just 
want to  keep it clean,” he says.
Pongah w o n ’t let his own children 
roam the town o r  play in the hills 
because he’s worried. A kid tried to
sell Pongah drugs, he says, and when 
he asked the boy how  old he was, the 
boy said he was 7.
“I said, ‘Wow, dude. T h a t ’s p re tty  
young. W here’s yo u r  paren ts?’ 
Pongah recalls. “H e  just walked down 
the strip.”
A few adults, w h e th e r  they  have 
children o r  not, are m aking an effort.
Shontae O ldm ouse ,  21, opened 
a pool hall and gaming area with a 
large-screen TV last A ugust after 
getting hold of a loan from  the bank 
with the help of his grandpa. T he 
pool hall is called “Tayz Place,” and 
O ldm ouse  hopes to  offer activities 
to distract youths  from  drugs and 
alcohol. O ldm ouse  w ent th rough  
that s tuff himself.
“C a n ’t really hide from it,” he says. 
“I t ’s all a round .”
A few kids hang around the pool 
hall and play games, bu t after eight 
m onths  of operation, the hangout 
hasn’t caught on. O ld m o u se  hopes 
the w ord gets around that  Tayz Place 
is the place to  be.
Sydney Sanchez, 17, sits outside 
Tayz Place on a Wednesday night 
sm oking a cigarette. A t 10:15 this 
weekday night, she’s with her 11 -year- 
old sister and 6-year-old brother. 
“N o t  much else to  do ,” she says. 
O ldm ouse  plans to  construct 
ano ther building next d o o r  fo r  Friday 
night concerts and dances, if some 
grants pan out. H e  also wants to 
build basketball and volleyball courts
and horseshoe pits.
O th e r  adults are taking initiative, 
too. Little League baseball is 
returning. There hasn’t been a steady 
program  for over a decade because 
it’s hard to find parents willing 
to coach, says Kevin Lonebear, 
w ho played when he was young.
Delano Harris says he’ll start up a 
you th  flag football team this summer, 
too.
Yet Little League and flag football 
a ren’t going to fix the problem. M ore 
people on the reservation need to 
carry the load, o r  the few w h o  try  will 
be crushed, their spirits splintered.
Delano and Em m a Harris  d o n ’t 
even have young kids, bu t th ey ’ve 
become parents to  abandoned 
children. Emma Harris  cites a little 
boy, named Randal, w ho comes to 
the Boys and Girls C lub  knowing he 
can eat there. H e  also walks to  H arr is ’ 
house to eat. Randal lives with his 
grandma, bu t she’s so old she can’t 
keep track of him, Harris  says.
“H e ’s 7 years old,” she says. “A t 
one o ’clock in the m orning  you can 
see him uptown. H e ’ll be fooling 
around.”
T he club is supposed to  be a place 
to  play, bu t some kids end up calling 
Harris “grandma.”
“Sometimes, it’s so overwhelming 
to  take care of everything, take care 
for all,” Harris says. “I t ’s almost like 
a burden  th a t’s so heavy. C an  we have 
some help here?” @
S h o n ta e  O ld m o u se  stan d s a t  th e  c o u n te r  o f T ay z  P lace  in Lame D eer. O ld m o u se  s ta r te d  th e  
bu isness a b o u t a  y e a r  a g o .  T ayz Place o ffe rs  y o u th s  so m e w h ere  to g o  a n d  h a n g  out.
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The racing life
C lose family ties have helped one team succeed  
at the the highest levels o f  Indian relay
Story by 
Kaylee Porter 
Photos by 
Jennifer Ellis
As Willie K irka ld ie  h u r t le d  past 
th e  finish line he  fo rg o t  a b o u t  th e  
pain. H e  m o v ed  fluidly, m ir ro r in g  
the  grace an d  p o w e r  o f  the  
m assive b lack  h o r s e  b en e a th  h im , 
ga l lop ing  fe rven tly  t o  victory. All 
th e  sacrifices h ad  b e e n  w o r th  it.
“G o o d  job  boy! H e c k  y e a h !” 
Willie g r in n e d  as h e  ru b b e d  his
h o r s e ’s s w e a t-d a m p e n e d  neck ,  
s lo w ed  it t o  a t ro t  an d  circ led  back. 
H a n d p r in t s  o f  b rillian t g reen  pain t  
o n  th e  h o r s e ’s h in d q u a r te rs  s to o d  
o u t  f r o m  its da rk ,  g l im m er in g  
coa t.  W illie  had  just w o n  his f o u r th  
W o r ld  C h a m p io n s h ip  Ind ian  Relay 
in S h e r id an ,  W yo.,  and  n o th in g ,  
n o t  even  th e  pain , co u ld  d is trac t
f r o m  th e  eup h o r ia .
O f f  to  th e  r igh t,  th e  r e s t  o f  the  
K irka ld ie  te am  ce leb ra ted  w ith  
ch ee rs  a n d  ra ised  a rm s. T h e y  w ere  
as m u c h  a part  o f  th is  v ic to ry  as 
Willie. T h e i r  h an d l in g  o f  th e  th re e  
h o rse s  Willie ro d e  b a reb ac k  th a t  
day  was flawless. A s  W illie leapt 
f ro m  th e  b ack  o f  o n e  h o r s e  o n t o
W illie Kirkaldie h a s  c o m p le te  tru s t in his h o rse s  w h e n  h e  rides fo r  th e  fam ily  te a m  in Ind ian  relay  races . "W ith h o rse s , a  big p a r t  of it is trust; th ey  hav e  to  tru s t y o u ,"  says W illie 's fa th er, Jo ey  
Kirkaldie. T he h o rse s  no t only  tru st W illie, bu t a r e  d raw n  to  him  a n d  th a t  m a k e s  th e m  p efo rm  a t  th e  h ig h est level, Jo ey  says.
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A top his c u rre n t fav o rite  h o rse , r id e r  W illie K irkaldie sh o w s off his ra c e  a ttire  a n d  co m p etitio n  
b rid le . The fo u r-tim e  Ind ian  Relay W orld C h a m p io n  m oves w ith  th e  m o tio n  o f  th e  h o rse  a s  it 
g a llo p s  a ro u n d  th e  field.
the ground, immediately vaulting 
onto  the back o f  the next horse, it 
was his agility and their handling that 
gave the race announcer only time to 
holler, “H e ’s off, he’s on, he’s gone!”
N o w  Willie slowed to  a stop. 
The faint smell of burn t sage from 
the team ’s pre-race ceremony still 
lingered on him, sm oky and sweet. 
Sage smoke is thought to ensure 
safety, and today it had.
But the pain that pierced his 
shoulder and pulsated down his left 
arm had been there that morning 
and it would return once the thrill of 
Indian relay faded. Willie had beaten 
his competition by 40 lengths despite 
having suffered a broken collarbone, 
a severe AC separation in his shoulder 
and a concussion the weekend before 
at the traditional games in Great 
Falls.
Willie had been in the lead that 
day, bu t a rider from Washington 
was on his heels. As they rounded a 
corner the o ther rider pulled slightly 
ahead, then turned sharply in front of 
Leo, Willie’s horse. Leo’s front legs 
buckled, breaking all the bones in his 
left knee, and he fell face first on to  
the track. Willie was throw n forward, 
landing on his head.
As Willie’s family rushed forward 
to help him, the injured horse bolted. 
They later found Leo shivering in 
his stall, his ears and nostrils packed 
with dirt and blood. N o  one in the 
Kirkaldie family had the heart to put 
him down then, so they kept him on 
pain killers and put it off until fall.
Willie spent the night in a hospital 
and was treated for the concussion 
and broken collarbone, but the 
doctors did no t catch the torn 
muscle in his shoulder. This 
oversight eventually caused 
his collarbone to  protrude 
from his shoulder, creating 
a lump the size of a tennis 
ball. Still in severe pain, 
he returned to  his home 
in Hays on the Fort 
Belknap Reservation the 
following day.
N o n e  o f  that was in 
the forefront of his mind 
on this race day, however, 
as he thrust his good arm 
in the air and raised his index 
finger, as if to  remind the
cheering crowd that he was number 
one once again. His o ther arm hung 
gently at his side, a thick layer of 
white athletic tape wrapped under his 
armpit and up around the 
o ther side of his neck 
for support.
In the painful 
week leading 
up to  this 
m om ent Willie 
had never 
c o n s i d e r e d  
skipping the 
race to  let 
his body heal. 
H e  had
come here to 
represent the 
Kirkaldie family. 
And the Kirkaldie 
family had come
here to  win.
V
A n Indian relay team consists of 
a rider, a “mugger,” tw o holders, and 
three horses. T h e  rider races bareback 
around the track, d ism ounting  while 
the horse is still at a dead run, and 
hits the ground before leaping on to  
the back of a horse positioned by a 
holder. The job of the mugger, also 
called a catcher, is to stand firm as the 
massive animal thunders  toward him. 
H e  grabs the dism ounted horse by 
the bridle, slows it down and directs 
it to  the side of the track.
T he rider then bolts a round  the 
track on  the second horse and repeats 
the lightening fast switch w ith a th ird  
horse. All this m ust occur while 
avoiding the chaos created  b y  as 
many as eight o ther scram bling relay 
teams on  the track. O n e  lap is a half­
mile long and a good finish time is 
generally around 2 m inutes and 40 
seconds.
The Kirkaldies, o f  the Assiniboine 
and G ros Ventre tribes, race against 
dozens of o ther  teams representing 
tribes from M ontana, Wyoming, 
Idaho, South D akota  and Washington. 
Willie’s father, Jo ey  Kirkaldie, 
estimates that there are abou t 40 
teams in the region and a dozen races 
a year. T hough  the sport  is virtually 
unheard of in mainstream American 
culture, on  many reservations Indian 
relay is hugely im portant.  A nd within 
the Indian relay circuit the  Kirkaldie 
team is legendary.
A t the  height of their  success the 
Kirkaldie team, from  M o n tan a’s Fort 
Belknap Reservation, had Willie as the 
rider, his father Jo ey  as the m ugger 
and his uncles Dave and Byard as the 
holders.
This com bination o f  Kirkaldies 
w on every race they en tered  in 
1998 and 1999, including the 1999 
N ational Relay Finals at the Eastern 
Idaho  State Fair in Blackfoot. 
T hey  w ent on  to  win this again in 
2001 and 2002. T h e  team w on the 
World C ham pionsh ip  Indian Relay 
in Sheridan three successive years 
beginning in 2000. In  2005, they 
returned to  Sheridan af te r  a two-year 
absence, this time with family friend 
Charlie M cConnell in Dave’s place, 
and reclaimed the title. T h e  team also 
w on the relay at the N o rth w es te rn  
M ontana Fair in Kalispell five times 
in a row, starting in 1999.
Joey and Willie a ttr ibu te  the team ’s 
success to  the family dynamic and its 
history o f  horse racing.
Joseph Kirkaldie, Willie’s 
grandfather, grew up with horses and 
raced starting in the 1950s. The family 
did no t com pete in Indian relay back 
then, bu t their lives revolved around  
the animals and o ther types of horse 
races.
N o w  age 76 and living in a nursing 
hom e in Havre, Joseph is confined 
to a wheelchair so he no  longer 
makes it to Willie’s races. His pride, 
however, is apparent. O n  the outside 
of the do o r  to his room  hangs a team 
picture from  2001 labeled “Kirkaldie 
C ham pionship  Team.” Inside the 
room  are m ore pictures of the team 
and on his dresser sits the large ^
ver
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dad all worry when he competes, but 
it is his mother, Nicki Kirkaldie, who 
is consumed with anxiety.
“From  day one it was scary,” Nicki 
says. “Jus t  knowing how  little he was. 
I ’d shake through the whole thing.”
As she reflects on Willie’s first race, 
she moves around her small kitchen, 
preparing homemade rolls and chili 
for the family. She pulls a cake pan 
full of perfectly symmetrical, golden 
rolls from the oven and pops the next 
batch in.
T he smell quickly fills the whole 
house, making one feel instantly at 
home.
They had not planned to  have 
Willie race that day, she says, but 
after their rider did a po o r  job the day 
before, Joey and his brothers decided 
to give Willie a try. Shaking under the 
white jockey pants and neon pink 
jacket they had him pull on, Willie 
agreed. H e  was just 14, two years 
younger than the minimum age, and 
he remembers standing tall and trying 
to  look older.
N o  one told Nicki of the plan, 
however, and she sat in the stands 
videotaping as the race began. Peering 
through the viewfinder, she tried to 
figure out who was riding for the 
Kirkaldie team as the riders rounded 
the first lap.
“Chelsy! Is that Willie?” she 
exclaimed. “G oddam n Joey!”
But Nicki admits she was proud of 
her “little hero’s” accomplishments. 
To this day she keeps a scrapbook of 
every newspaper clipping that names 
him, as well as pictures from almost 
every race.
In 2002 the anxiety got to be too 
much. At a race in Sheridan it had 
rained the night before and the track 
was slick with mud. During one 
of the preliminary races the horse 
slipped and Willie fell off, h itting  his 
head on the inside rail and knocking 
himself out.
As she rushed to check on her son 
she remembers seeing that “the horse 
turned around and came back to 
where he was, like it was protecting 
him .”
But she couldn’t go to  races after 
that.
“It was to o  hard, know ing how 
fast they came in and that anything 
could happen,” she says.
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Jo e y  Kirkaldie c lean s  th e  y a rd  in p re p a r in g  fo r th e  a rriv a l o f his g ran d k id s. He say s he  w as just m aking sure th ey  h a d  a  nice p lace  to p lay  outside.
gold and silver belt buckle awarded 
to Willie after he w on the 2005 world 
championship.
“I thought grandpa should have it 
since he is sort o f  the backbone of the 
team,” Willie says.
“I keep it right 
there on  top  of my 
dresser in case he 
ever wants it back,”
Joseph adds with a 
satisfied smile.
Joseph can trace 
the family’s passion 
back to his grandparents Frank and 
Mary Kirkaldie. Frank, originally 
from Scotland, immigrated to  Salt 
Lake C ity  and then  rode a horse to 
M ontana where he met Mary, a full- 
blood Assiniboine. H e  also says 
his father, Dave Kirkaldie, was an 
avid equestrian who rode horses in 
25-mile races, “the long ones,” as 
Joseph refers to them.
Asked how long his family has 
been riding horses, Joseph reflects for 
a mom ent before answering, “Well, as 
long as I can remem ber.”
It wasn’t until 1984 when Joseph 
and Joey were working at the Zortman 
gold and silver mines just south  of 
the reservation that they decided to 
get into Indian relay. That year they 
bought Cuchi,
"M y family didn't get to  
go to  Disney World or 
Glacier. We went to  races
instead." — j o e y  K irkald ie
for horses
their first
t h o r o u g h b r e d  
race horse, and 
began putting 
together a 
team.
T hey  went 
through several outside riders over 
the years, but it wasn’t until Willie 
took  over that the team really began 
to excel. Joey says family rapport is a 
big factor.
“You know how it is with your
bro ther  or sister,” he says. “You
know what th e y ’re th inking  without 
them saying anyth ing .”
M ost im portant, they trusted one 
another— som ething vital in a sport 
as dangerous as Indian relay. That 
trust has proved irreplaceable since 
Willie’s uncle Dave left the team 
in 2005 to  be a ho lder for his son,
Spencer Kirkaldie, who is racing for 
ano ther team. His uncle Byard also 
became a holder for Spencer.
Willie says he now feels he must 
slow up a bit on  the exchange because 
he doesn’t have the same rapport with 
a holder who is not part of the family. 
“A nd the horses know too,” he says. 
“T hey  can tell if someone is a little 
bit afraid. Give them  a little hole of 
daylight and they’ll take it.”
As a result, the Kirkaldie team isn’t 
racing as often  anymore and they are 
unsure o f  how active they’ll be come 
summer.
Losing Dave and Byard has not 
been their only hardship. Besides 
Willie’s injuries in Great Falls, he’s 
suffered several concussions, broken 
bones, and miscellaneous injuries. 
Joey spent a night in the hospital 
after a horse failed to slow in time 
and crushed his foot.
This danger is an almost constant 
w orry  for m ore than just the racers.
Willie’s three sisters— Suzi, Chelsy, 
Tricia—  his b ro th er  Dustin and his
T he financial burden of Indian 
relay is ano ther hardship for the 
family. T hough many of the races 
offer large cash prizes to the winners, 
most or all o f  the money goes back 
into taking care of the horses. The 
world championship in Sheridan, for 
instance, boasts a pay out of $30,000. 
But once that is spread ou t over five 
days of racing, with m oney being 
divided between the finishers, even 
the winning teams make just a little 
more than what it costs them.
T he cost o f  travel— sometimes as 
much as 12 hours, in the case o f  the 
Blackfoot race— buying equipment 
and horses, and caring for their 12 
current horses is often overwhelming. 
In addition, Joey sometimes 
maintains the Hays racetrack out 
of his own pocket so the team has a 
place to  train.
Joey  estimates it costs between 
$6,000 to  $8,000 a year to  care for the 
horses, and th a t ’s after paying $2,500 
apiece to buy a good horse. “That 
was always o u r  shopping spree... 
what the horses needed,” Nicki says, 
adding that she sometimes wonders 
what the family could have afforded, 
had n o t  so much m oney gone to 
horse racing.
“M y family d idn’t get to  go to 
Disney World o r  to Glacier (National 
Park),” Joey  says. “We went to races 
instead.”
W hen the mines in Zortm an shut
M ou n ted  on  S h o tgun , Lone K irkaldie ask s to  rid e  th e  h o rse  alm ost e v e ry  tim e he  g o e s  to  th e  b a rn  
w ith his fa th er. W ith  th e  fu tu re g e n e ra tio n  o f Ind ian  re la y  in m ind, W illie K irkaldie n ev e r d e n ie s  
Lane the o p p o rtu n ity  to ride .
down in 1997, Joey was forced to 
leave hom e to  support his family and 
shoulder the cost of Indian relay. 
For years, he worked construction 
everywhere from Bozeman to Miles 
C ity  and was able to  come hom e only 
on weekends. But on many weekends 
he was n o t  with family in Hays, but 
off w ith  his brothers and son at a 
race. A nd training and caring for the 
horses filled up  o th er  hours.
▼
N o w  27, Willie has three children 
of his own, Latasha, 6, Lane, 3, and 
Alexys, 2, and it is even more difficult 
to race. T he last two summers the 
team has only been able to make it 
to  one rely a year and they have yet 
to  decide w hether to  compete this 
summer.
Willie’s b ro ther  Dustin speculates 
that Willie might be quitting soon for 
ano ther reason.
“H e  says he ain’t got the same kind 
o f  horses he had before,” he says.
For Willie, though, the loss o f  his 
uncles as holders has affected the 
team the most. It is hard to  replace 
that trus t  and compatibility, he says, 
but adds that he will never really quit 
because he loves racing and i t ’s a 
family tradition. H e  also worries that 
quitting  might disappoint his father.
But his father, Joey, already has 
plans for the next generation of 
riders— his grandsons. His daughter 
Chelsy’s son, Tyshawn, 5, is already
riding, as is Willie’s son, Lane. Tricia’s 
son, Ashton, at only 7 m on ths  of age 
has already sat in his m o th e r ’s arms 
a top  the family’s old mellow horse, 
Shotgun.
Back at the house Joey, clad in 
Wranglers and a plaid shirt, balances 
A sh ton  on his knee and lovingly 
supports  him with his right arm. 
A sh ton  smiles up at his grandpa and 
grabs for the silver reading glasses in 
Jo ey ’s pocket.
Rubbing A sh to n ’s head, Jo ey  asks, 
“Are you gonna race?”
A sh ton  just grins. Responding 
to  his own question Jo ey  answers, 
“You’ll be to o  big to  ride. You’ll be
a mugger.”
The family clearly has n o  in ten tion  
o f  ending the tradition. Indian relay is 
hard. I t  is time-consuming, expensive 
and dangerous, bu t a part o f  w ho 
they are. Years ago, Joseph  Kirkaldie 
sum m ed it up for them.
Joseph was asking a boss at the 
Z ortm an  mine for a few days off so 
he could make it to  an Indian relay 
when a heckling cow orker  suggested, 
“W hy d o n ’t you just give up  racing?” 
Joseph looked at him  and 
answered: “W h y  d o n ’t you  just give 
up breathing?” ©
Jo e y  K irkaldie is excited  a b o u t th e  next g e n e ra tio n  o f  Ind ian  re lay . Tyshaw n a n d  Jo e y 's  o th e r  
g ra n d so n s  sp e n d  tim e with th e ir g ra n d fa th e r  lea rn in g  th e  tricks o f  th e  tr a d e  a n d  a re  a lre a d y  
k n o w le d g e a b le  a b o u t h o rsem ansh ip  a n d  th e  K irkaldie custom s.
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R E S E R V A T I O N
Om w
B arry  Real Bird n av ig a te s  his boat in the Bighorn River n e a r  Fort Smith. Real Bird is o n e  o f  on ly  a  tew  C row  Hy-hshing g u id es on  the river.
o n  a re se rv a t io n  where p o v e r ty  and  
jo b le ssn ess  are the  backdrops fo r  m o s t  
p e o p le ’s lives; according t o  th e  Bureau o f  
In d ian  A ffa irs ’ 2003 w o rk fo rce  s tu d y  o f  
th e  n a t io n ’s reservations, 64 pe rcen t  o f  
e m p lo y ab le  C r o w  were u n em p lo y ed .
H o w e v e r ,  desp ite  the m o n e y  to  be  m ade
o n  th e  river, Real B ird ’s jo b  as a gu id e  sets 
h im  ap a r t  a m o n g  his peo p le .  I t ’s ha rd  
to  p u t  an exac t f igure  o n  th e  n u m b e r  of 
gu ides  w o rk in g  o u t  o f  F o r t  S m ith ,  b u t  
area o u t f i t te r s  e s t im a te  a b o u t  60. O f  th a t  
60, o n ly  a h an d fu l  are  e n ro l le d  m e m b e r s  o f  
th e  C r o w  tr ibe .  Besides th a t ,  n o n e  o f  the
lodges, fly s h o p s ,  o r  o u t f i t t e r  o p e ra t io n s  
s u p p o r te d  b y  th e  th o u s a n d s  o f  an g le rs  
w h o  flock to  th e  to w n  y ea r ly  a re  o w n e d  
b y  C r o w  tribal  m e m b e rs .  T h e  re s u l t  is 
th a t  few o f  th e  m ill ions  o f  d o l la rs  t h a t  th e  
w o r ld - re n o w n e d  t r o u t  s t re a m  b r in g s  in e n d  
u p  in  C r o w  h an d s ,  a p e rp le x in g  s i tu a t io n
a c c e n tu a te d  b y  th e  success  en jo y e d  b y  F o r t  
S m i t h ’s es tab l ish ed  businesses .
“E v e r y b o d y  in th e  w o r ld  k n o w s  w h e re  
t h e  B ig h o rn  R iver is ,” says M a r y  Zaic, w h o  
o w n s  th e  B u n k h o u s e ,  a F o r t  S m ith  b ed  
an d  b reak fa s t ,  w i th  h e r  h u s b a n d ,  R ocky. 
“You c a n ’t  call m e  in J a n u a ry  a n d  ex p e c t  ^
the Bighorn
Barry Real Bird is one of only a few Crow guides 
to capitalize on fly-fishing on the Bighorn River
Barry  Real Bird 
bow s his head  an d  
closes his eyes.
T h e  clear, co ld  
w a te r  o f  th e  B ig h o rn  
R iver ru sh e s  and  rolls 
o v e r  i tse lf  at his feet, 
m ak in g  th e  so f t  an d  f low ing  w o rd s  
o f  his C r o w  p ra y e r  ju s t  aud ib le  
o ver  th e  s te ad y  so u n d s  o f  th e  river. 
H is  wife, O liv ia ,  and  th e i r  th ree  
ch ild ren ,  S an tee ,  11, B eth ,  9, and  
Delsey, 6, l is ten  in s ilence to  the  
aural u n io n  o f  th e  river an d  Real 
B ird ’s p rayer.  T h e  lo w -h a n g in g  sun  
sh in es  th ro u g h  th in  c lo u d s  o n  the 
h o r iz o n ,  cas t in g  a fa in t  an d  even 
light o n  th e  peacefu l scene.
E ach  o f  th e m  has a p iece  o f  m ea t  in 
th e i r  h an d s ,  g ifts  f o r  th e  river. A f te r  
Real B ird  fin ishes his p rayer,  they  
n o d  an d  t h r o w  th e i r  o f f e r in g s  in to  
th e  B ig h o rn .  T h e  m ea t  d isap p ea rs  
in to  a d e e p  p o o l  at a b e n d  in  th e
river o n  th e  w e s te rn  edge  o f  
t h e  fa m ily ’s land. T h e y  all 
h o p e  th a t  th e  river will 
re tu rn  th e  favor b y  g ra n tin g  
Real B ird a n o th e r  successfu l  
season  g u id ing  fishing tr ips  
d o w n  th e  B ighorn .
“We feed th e  river every  y ea r ,” 
Real Bird says. “ I ’ve learned th is  
f ro m  m y  uncle  an d  he  sh o w ed  m e 
w h a t  t o  d o  and  w h a t  to  
s ay . . .  I  ju s t  say  a 
p ra y e r  w ith in  m y  
h ea r t  and  ask  for 
a g o o d  year  w ith  
m y  g u id ing  and  
th a t  m y  kids 
will be  sa fe .”
G r a t i t u d e  is 
a t  th e  c e n te r  o f  
th e  ce rem o n y .
“ I t ’s jus t  fo r  
re sp ec t ,  because  
I ’m  m a k in g  m o n e y
o ff  th e  river,” Real B ird  says. “A s 
C ro w s ,  we d o n ’t w a n t  t o  b o th e r  
a n y th in g  to o  m u ch .  We w a n t  t o  do  
it in m o d e ra t io n .”
Real Bird, a s tu rdy ,  ro u n d - fa c e d  
m an w h o se  ex p ress io n  can  shift  
f ro m  m ir th fu l  t o  p e n e tr a t in g ly  
s incere  in s h o r t  o rd e r ,  has been  
gu id in g  fo r  tw o  seasons  n o w  and  
th e  w o r k  has b ec o m e  a vital p a r t  o f  
th e  fam ily ’s livelihood. Real 
B ird p u t  in a b o u t  60  days 
g u id ing  last seaso n  fo r 
th e  m a n y  o u t f i t te r s  
o u t  o f  F o r t  S m ith ,  
th e  ju m p in g -o f f  
p o in t  fo r  B ig h o rn  
f ish ing  tr ip s  o n  the  
2.2 m ill ion -acre  
C r o w  R eserv a tio n .  
H e  says th a t  each 
o f  th o s e  days  m ean s  
$200 to  $3 0 0  in  w ages 
and  t ip s ,  n o  sm all sum
Story by 
M u r p h y  
W o o d h o u s e  
P hotos by 
H u g h  C a r e y
C ounties: Big H orn,Y ellow stone  
Reservation center: Crow Agency  
Population 1 6 ,6 7 3  
N ative: 75 %
Making on
€ m w
is o n e  o f m any  non-Indians w ho  ow n businessesTrout
B a rry  Real Bird, se c o n d  from  rig h t, ch a ts  w ith his fa th e r  Jo e  Pickett, fa r  right, uncle R obert Picket, fa r  left, an d  clan  b ro th e r  D ale O ld  H orn while on 
a  b re a k  from  jan ito ria l c h o re s  in th e  C row  A gency  h e a d q u a r te rs . Real Bird h as  a  custod ia l job during  th e  fishing off-season  so  he c a n  supplem ent 
h is w a g e s  a s  a  fishing a n d  hun ting  g u id e .
t o  ge t  a room  in April.”
Some poin t to  m ost C ro w s’ lack 
o f  entrepreneurial experience and 
training to  explain the situation, while 
o thers  say that C ro w  face cultural 
and financial barriers that non-natives 
d o n ’t. W hatever their explanation, 
however, it’s difficult to  find anyone 
w h o  doesn’t want to see m ore C row  
cashing in on  the Bighorn.
“O u r  guide staff, if it was all 
C row s o r  half natives, that would 
be wonderful,” says Hale Harris, 
co-owner of the Bighorn Trout 
Shop. “T here’s no  reason w hy a lot 
o f  these guides can’t be natives and 
making m oney and having their 
own lodges.”
▼
From  the shore a few miles 
downstream  from  Yellowtail Dam, 
Real Bird casts his line in to  a deep 
riffle. A few miles to  the south , 
the foothills of the Pryors and the 
Bighorns roll to  a s top  just short 
o f Fort Smith. T hey  give way to 
plains, planted with w inter wheat,
and austere, shrub-spackled hills. 
O nce on the Bighorn, between the 
imposing cottonw oods along both 
banks, the river’s spare, mid-spring 
palette, framed by the blues o f  river 
and sky, consists o f  little m ore than 
grays, light yellows and light reds.
N o t  many Crow s fly-fish the river, 
but Real Bird casts with precision, 
the fruit o f  almost two decades of 
fly-fishing the Bighorn. H e  watches 
his indicator intently, waiting for 
the weight of a brown o r  rainbow 
tro u t’s strike to  pull it under.
It sinks and Real Bird lifts his rod, 
stripping in line to  hold the tension 
on the hook  in the fish’s mouth . The 
fish runs downstream, pulling out 
line from the whirring reel. Real Bird 
keeps his rod high and the pressure 
on, stripping in line when the fish 
tires, letting line go when the fish 
makes another run.
After a few minutes the blurred, 
brown shape of the fish can be made 
o u t  a few yards from the shore. Real 
Bird slowly reels it in and a 16-inch
brown comes to the surface.
“I t ’s pre tty  exciting to get on the 
river,” Real Bird says. “I t ’s what gets 
me up. O nce  you’re on the river you 
leave your worries behind.”
H e  pulls the hook from the 
brow n’s m outh  and holds the fish 
under the water for a few m om ents 
before letting it swim back into the 
Bighorn.
Real Bird has been lure fishing 
since he was a child but it wasn’t until 
1991 that he learned the ropes of fly­
fishing. That year Little Big H o rn  
College put on  a course to  teach 
C row s how to guide because, while 
fishing isn’t foreign to  C ro w  culture, 
fly-fishing is. According to Real Bird, 
this is one of the biggest barriers for 
Crow s looking to take advantage of 
the Bighorn and one of the ways he 
explains non-native dominance of 
the Fort Smith tourism industry.
“A lot of the guides here .. .the ir  
dads or their uncles or brothers  have 
fly-fished,” Real Bird says. “T h ey ’re 
generations of fly-fishers... They 
come from families that fly-fish, 
grandpas, great-grandpas. T h a t’s an 
advantage right there.”
Tim McCleary, an anthropology 
professor at LBH C, puts it more 
bluntly.
“A fter 1981 the outfitters moved 
in overnight,” he says. “They knew 
the business, they knew how it 
worked and they set up shop .”
In 1981, the U.S. Supreme 
C o u r t  ruled after years of 
litigation that the State of 
M ontana, and no t the C row  Tribe, 
controlled the riverbed of the Bighorn 
in a case called M ontana v. U nited
in^Fort Smith th a t  b en efit from  millions o f d o lla rs  th e  B ighorn River b rings to th e  a r e a .
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Fort Smith is lo c a te d  b e lo w  Yellowtail D am  in so u th e aste rn  M o n ta n a . The B ighorn River flow s th ro u g h  th e  community.
the river away from the C ro w  and 
reopened it to non-Indian  use that 
year.
According to Real Bird, about 
20 others took  the L B H C  course 
with him and some started guiding 
immediately after graduation. 
The course’s instructor, enrolled 
Blackfeet Jim McFadyean of M ontana 
Adventures and Angling, says that 
that was exactly the idea.
“The reason I started the class 
was to get C row  in on the money­
making on the river,” he says. “The 
average guide is making $250 a day. 
In Montana, th a t’s good money.”
Real Bird says he left the class 
with an employable knowledge of the 
guiding business.
“It was the best,” he says. “We 
learned the B ighorn’s entomology, 
how to read the river, all the lingo 
and all the equipment. T hey  spent 
one whole day on casting... Before 
the class I had never touched a rod."
It would be about 15 years before 
Real Bird would start making m oney 
on the river, however.
“I cou ldn’t afford the rods and 
stuff, but I ’d borrow  some and I kept 
fishing at least twice a year,” he says. 
“I wanted to [guide], but it was the 
cost.”
It was serendipity that finally got 
him guiding just a few years ago. 
Before working on the Bighorn, 
Real Bird was, and still is, a guide for 
buffalo hunts. O utfi t ters  hire him 
to take clients o n to  the reservation 
to  shoot bison from  the herd that 
the C row  maintain. Through this 
work Real Bird met David Hinkins 
with Triple H  O utfi t te rs  ou t of 
Orangeville, Utah.
Real Bird told Hinkins of his 
river guiding ambitions and the two 
struck a deal: in exchange for taking 
Hinkins’ clients on  buffalo hunts, 
Hinkins would buy Real Bird the 
truck, boat and trailer necessary 
to start guiding. Hinkins says his 
generosity was inspired by the trouble 
he knows Crows and o th er  Indians 
have accessing s tart-up capital.
“I just think those guys need a 
hand up,” H inkins says. “T hey  want 
to be successful, bu t they just need 
a little help. T h ey ’ve got families to 
feed.”
Real Bird says he never would have
been able to start guiding without 
H ink ins’ help.
“I t ’s really expensive stuff,” he 
says. “You know, y o u ’re looking 
at a truck, a nice one, that’s at least 
$20,000. T h e  boats, too, the Hydes,
they’re about $6,000.”
A fter getting everything he needed 
to  start his operation, Real Bird took  
ano ther  guide class with  Sweetwater 
Travel, an adventure fishing company 
out o f  Livingston. To pay for the
class, Real Bird applied for tuition 
assistance th rough  the L B H C ’s adult 
vocational training program  and it 
covered the cost. A fter graduating, 
Real Bird got a Sweetwater Travel 
baseball cap that he wears m ost ^
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C m w
Real Bird p ra y s  with his fam ily d u rin g  th e ir y e a r ly  river b lessing . They throw  m ea t into th e  river 
a n d  p ra y  fo r a n o th e r  successful fly-fishing seaso n .
days, a sharp contrast to  the cowboy 
hats preferred by many C ro w  men.
The L B H C  class that  first turned 
him on to fly-fishing is no  longer 
running, however. I t  lasted only two 
years and now there aren’t many 
resources for Crows looking to learn 
the Bighorn guiding business on the 
reservation. Real Bird has taught his 
own kids how  to  fly-fish and hopes 
his son follows in his shoes bu t m ost 
C ro w  d o n ’t have a fly-fishing guide 
for a father.
“T here ’s nobody to show  us,” Real 
Bird says. “Heck, I never knew what 
weight forward meant o r  fly weight 
o r  tippet, o r  none of this stuff...  It 
takes som ebody to  show  you.”
Real Bird is proud of his work as a 
guide and conten t to  continue doing 
it for a while, bu t he ’s looking ahead 
and he’s dreaming big.
O n  a rise, 100 yards from the 
Bighorn on the western edge of his 
land, Real Bird envisions a lodge. H e 
sees corporate clients flying in from 
around the country  to  stay there and 
fish the river with his guides. H e  
smells gourmet food cooking in the 
lodge’s kitchen and he sees himself 
entertaining his guests with the 
stories of his people.
“T h ey ’ll learn about the culture 
here of the C ro w  people,” he says. 
“I want people to take hom e a good 
feeling about the C row  people.”
Until recently, Real Bird’s ambition 
of owning his own lodge would
have been nothing more than a pipe 
dream. However, the current tribal 
administration has been at the cutting 
edge of reservation development and 
several recent changes have begun to 
clear the way for start-up capital to 
begin flowing into the loan-starved 
reservation; Real Bird’s lodge is a 
long ways off, and perhaps will never 
be built, but for C ro w  who dream of 
starting their own businesses, things 
are looking brighter.
V
O n  Thursday afternoons Real Bird 
heads in to  C row  Agency, a 15-minute 
drive from his hom e along the 
Bighorn. H e  and a handful o f  other 
s tudents meet at the LB H C  for the 
weekly “Indianpreneurship” class, 
which covers the basics o f  finance 
and starting a business. According to 
Latonna O ld  Elk, the director of the 
program, 42 students have completed 
the course in the class’ four years.
O ld  Elk says the widespread 
financial illiteracy on  the reservation 
that the class is trying to  reverse is 
one o f  the factors contributing to 
the reservation’s stagnant economic 
situation, where she says “everybody 
fights for the few jobs available.”
The curriculum was developed 
by  the O regon  Native American 
Business & Entrepreneurial
N etw ork, a non-profit  founded by 
four N orthw est Indian tribes to  help 
p rom ote  individual entrepreneurship 
o n  reservations. T h e  12 lesson plans
outlined in the textbook cover market 
research, insurance, taxes, budgeting 
and o th e r  subjects pertinent to first­
time entrepreneurs.
“Right now it’s getting exciting 
because w e’re doing balance sheets,” 
Real Bird says.
A ccording to network Executive 
D irector Tom Ham pson, the goal 
behind Indianpreneurship is to teach 
basic business skills in a way that 
incorporates native culture.
“O u r  curriculum is based on the 
stories of Indian entrepreneurs,” he 
says. “I t ’s very native-centric.”
In addition to  learning the course 
material, s tudents  are required to 
develop a business plan and, to add 
incentive for creativity, the writer of 
the best business plan gets a $5,000 
loan at 4 percent interest.
“M y business plan is pretty much 
done. I t ’s a start-up. I ’m trying to 
get som e m ore  equipment, more 
rods, tents ,  and camping supplies for 
buffalo h u n ting ,” Real Bird says. “ It’s 
going on, it’s happening.”
If  it ever comes to fruition, though, 
his lodge is going to need a lot more 
than $5,000; what Real Bird wants to 
do will require hundreds of thousands 
of dollars.
“C red it  and financing, that’s our 
num ber one  obstacle,” he says. “I t ’s 
easy for us to  buy a car, or furniture, 
small stuff. But to get a loan for 
$100,000 o r  $1 million, that’s pretty 
to u g h .”
O n e  of the biggest barriers to loan 
access, however, came down earlier 
this year.
In February the C row  tribe and the 
state of M ontana signed a compact 
called the Model Tribal Secured 
Transactions Act, making the C row  
the first tribe in the nation to  do so.
In a nutshell, the MTA streamlined 
and standardized the process through 
which banks file liens on the personal 
property  used by C ro w  as collateral 
for loans. Prior to  the compact, banks 
had little recourse in the event that a 
C row  defaulted. To avoid this, banks 
rarely made loans to  individual Crow. 
Now, however, making secured loans 
to C ro w  tribal members is much 
easier.
“It  eliminated insecurity for 
the lender,” says Shawn Real Bird, 
the tr ibe’s economic development
director and one of the biggest 
p roponents  of the MTA, w ho is also 
Barry’s cousin.
As good as the news is, Shawn 
is quick to point ou t that this 
new opportunity  comes with new  
responsibilities. To take advantage of 
the compact, tribal financial literacy 
must improve, he says.
“N o w  the C row  need to  start 
learning. Barry’s starting to learn,” he 
says. “But a guy like Barry has got to 
figure ou t his credit.”
To do that, Real Bird is meeting 
with the Billings branch of the 
C onsum er Credit Counseling Service 
to figure his way out of his less than 
perfect credit record. Real Bird is 
sitting on about $8,000 of medical 
and student loans, one of the many 
things between him and his lodge.
“I t ’s just going through these little 
barriers,” he says. “I pray a lot.”
V
For many o f  the C row  tribal 
leaders, the reservation is brimming 
with untapped economic potential.
“I t ’s frustrating, as one of the tribal 
leaders here, for me to have all these 
non-Indians make all this money on 
our reservation and capitalize on our 
culture, our  land and resources and 
yet w e’re unable to do that on  ou r  
own,” says Tribal Secretary Scott 
Russell.
Russell’s frustration is tempered, 
however,by the growingopportunities 
for C ro w  small businesses.
“O u r  administration sees this 
as prom oting  more individual 
entrepreneurs,” he says. “Some tribal 
businesses in the past have failed... 
If we prom ote  small business w e’ll 
prosper more. Small business runs 
America. We want to do anything we 
can to  help ou r  people set up their 
own shops.”
As a com plem ent to the MTA, the 
tribe passed the Apsaalooke Limited 
Liability C om pany  Act shortly  after 
the MTA’s passage. Using M ontana’s 
process as an example, the tribe 
established a mechanism for C row  
entrepreneurs to  register their 
companies with the tribe.
“This enables them to  get a 
certificate o f  organization that they 
can take to the bank. This shows that 
they’re an established entity  on this 
reservation,” he says.
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With the com bination of the MTA, 
the LLC Act and the reservation’s 
resources, Russell is optimistic.
“We have a wealth of opportunity  
with the [Little Bighorn] battlefield, 
with the dam there, the recreation 
area, and the river and being a 
thoroughfare from M oun t Rushmore 
to Yellowstone Park . . . ,” he says. “I 
see good things for my people. The 
foundation has been set. We’re ready 
to move forward. O uts ide  investors 
don’t have to be leery of working 
with the tribal members anymore. 
Right now  we have o u r  laws in place 
so that they can com e in here and 
give them their loans and be able to 
help our members with starting their
own businesses.”
Russell sees Real Bird as a good 
example of the C ro w  people’s 
potential.
“Barry’s a p re tty  unique 
individual,” he says. “H e ’s self-driven 
and you need that  sort of m otiva tion ... 
Everything I m entioned about 
creating these laws and enabling our 
tribal members to  take advantage of 
everything th a t’s available to them, 
Barry’s doing that right now. H e ’s 
actually already got an application to 
sign an LLC from  my office.”
V
Walking slowly back to  his boat 
after releasing the brown, Real 
Bird reflects on  his people and
the Bighorn.
“W hy aren’t the C ro w  benefiting?” 
he asks. “I t ’s our  own fault. Some 
people blame the non-natives bu t the 
opportunities are there and som ebody 
is going to  take them. You can’t put 
the blame on racism. We need to lick 
our wounds and move on .”
That afternoon Real Bird comes 
back to the Three Mile takeout to  get 
his boat and a few m ore casts in. I t ’s 
midweek in the early season and Real 
Bird has the river to himself. With the 
sun all but gone behind the Pryors, 
the river is a steel grey. H e  casts 
methodically, watching his line float 
back and forth  above his head before 
snapping it at his target.
“I have times when I just fish and 
th ink  all day,” he says. “Sometimes 
I ’ll fish this river and get off at dark .. .  
I t ’s peaceful. I like that. I th ink th a t ’s 
what fishing is really about: i t ’s about 
th inking  about things and working 
stuff ou t .”
A few days later, leaning against the 
fence outside the tribal administration 
office after another day w orking his 
off-season job as a janitor, Real Bird 
spits and stares off toward In tersta te  
90.
“I want to  get out of this cycle of 
money problems,” he says. “A n d  fly­
fishing is my ticket.” @
Barry Real Bird tow s his d rif tb o a t b ack  to  th e  tra ile r a f te r  a  full d a y  of fishing on  th e  B ighorn River.
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'T ra in ing  tak es up  p retty  m uch y o u r w h o le  d a y ,"  say s E than G erv a is . G erv a is  h as  b een  with th e  B lackfeet N ation  Boxing C lub since the club first o p e n e d  its d o o rs  in 2 0 0 3 .
s i l l
A fighting chance
The Blackfeet Nation Boxing Club gives reservation youth a safe haven
T h e  y o u n g  f ig h te r ’s 
t a w n y  sk in  s to o d  o u t  
aga inst  his b lue  jersey, 
s h o r t s  an d  headgear.
H e  c l im b ed  b e tw e en  
th e  r in g ’s red  an d  b lue  
ro p es  slowly, go ing  
d irec t ly  to  his corner.
H i s  o p p o n e n t ,  a tw o - t im e  
reg ional Silver G lo v es  ch a m p io n ,  
a ju n io r  M o n ta n a  G o ld e n  G loves  
c h a m p io n  a n d  a s ta te  c h a m p io n ,  
was clad in w h ite .  E n te r in g  th e  
r ing , he  d an ced  a r o u n d ,  ra is ing  his 
a rm s , p o u n d in g  his b lu e  an d  w h i te  
gloves to g e th e r ,  t ry in g  to  en e rg ize  
h im se lf  as well as th e  c ro w d .
H o w e v e r ,  m o s t  o f  t h e  au d ien c e  
favored  th e  ch a llen g e r  in blue. 
H e  was o n e  o f  th e irs ,  a m e m b e r  
o f  th e  B lackfeet N a t io n  B ox ing
S to ry  by  
B i l l  O r a m
P h o to s  by  
A d e l l e  W a t t s
C lu b ,  th e  sam e  team  his 
o p p o n e n t  b o x e d  fo r  before  
m o v in g  t o  G re a t  Falls.
O n  a S a tu rd ay  n igh t 
in ea r ly  M arch ,  w i th  the  
frig id  air  fo re sh ad o w in g  
th e  s n o w  th a t  w ou ld  
c o m e  th e  n e x t  day, and 
th e  N o r t h e r n  L ig h ts  visible 
in a sk y  th a t  s e e m e d  to  s t re tch  
to  C an ad a ,  th a t  m ain  ev en t  b o u t  
was w h a t  d re w  h u n d re d s  from  
th e i r  h o m e s  t o  th e  B ro w n in g  
M id d le  S ch o o l  g y m n a s iu m .  F o r  
th e  first t im e  in f o u r  years ,  a n igh t 
o f  a m a te u r  b o x in g  m a tch e s  was 
u n d e r  w ay  in  B ro w n in g ,  a to w n  
o f  ab o u t  1,000 p eo p le  o n  the 
B lackfeet R eserv a tio n .
In  th e  ring, s u r ro u n d e d  by  rows 
o f  fo ld in g  m eta l  chairs th a t  gave
w ay  to  p a c k e d  b leachers ,  E th an  
G ervais ,  16, p re p a re d  to  b a t t le  his 
fo r m e r  te a m m a te ,  Billy W agner, a 
m o re  ac c o m p l ish e d  f igh te r  n o w  
w i th  th e  E lec tr ic  C i ty  Boxing  
C lu b .
It  w as th e i r  s ec o n d  b o u t  
in a year. W ag n er  w o n  a close 
d ec is io n  last y ea r  in H a m il to n ,  
and  G ervais  re q u e s te d  a rem a tch .
T h in g s  s ta r te d  inausp ic ious ly  fo r  
th e  15-year-o ld  Wagner. E ig h teen  
sec o n d s  in to  th e  fight, G ervais  
sen t  h im  to  th e  m at,  k n o c k in g  h im  
d o w n  w i th  a f lu rry  o f  p u n ch es ,  
cap p ed  b y  a s t ra ig h t  left  an d  a righ t 
u p p e rc u t .  T h e  re feree  d id n ’t s ta r t  
an 8 -se co n d  c o u n t ,  w h ich  W agner  
w o u ld  have easily  b ea te n ,  ju m p in g  
b ack  to  his fe e t  a f te r  b e in g  d o w n  
jus t  m o m e n ts .
F ro m  th e re ,  G ervais ,  w h o  
e n te re d  th e  fight 5-2 in h is  fo u r  
years  o f  b o x in g ,  lo ck ed  in. H e  
fo u g h t  p rec ise ly  an d  c o n t ro l le d .  
In  th e  B lackfeet N a t i o n ’s six 
p rev ious  figh ts  th a t  n igh t ,  b o x ers  
as y o u n g  as 11, an d  as o ld  as 26, 
failed t o  s h o w  th e  po ise  ex h ib i ted  
b y  G erva is ,  w in n in g  th re e  an d  
lo s ing  th ree .  W h ile  o th e rs  w ere  
eager a n d  o f te n  o u t  o f  c o n t ro l ,  
h e  re m a in ed  calm  an d  th o u g h t fu l  
w hile  d o d g in g  an d  b lo ck in g  jabs, 
u p p e rc u ts ,  h o o k s  a n d  crosses .
M u c h  o f  th e  firs t  tw o  ro u n d s  
saw  G erv a is  o n  th e  offensive ,  u s in g  
his favo ri te  p u n ch e s :  S tra igh t w ith  
b o t h  h is  r ig h t  an d  left.
A t o n e  p o in t  W agner  s tu m b le d  
b ac k w ard ,  w hile  G ervais  a t tack ed .  
T h e  s t ra ig h t  p u n c h e s  had  W agner
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Ethan G erv a is  w orks ou t on  a  h e a v y  b a g  a t  th e  b o x in g  club . "B oxing is to u g h . It relies a  lo t on  
y o u r condition , " say s Frank Kipp. "  You h a v e  to  w o rk  o u t fo r  b o x in g ."
reeling, while Gervais’ family cheered. 
That night, they were watching a 
fabulous fight, which, for a short 
time, exorcised their pain.
Right. Left.
His brother Greg was there. Greg 
who started doing cocaine at 17 and 
abused that drug so heavily that by 
22 he required a heart catheter. N o w  
30, he’s been in and out o f  treatment 
ever since.
Right. Left.
Another brother, Minnow, a year 
younger than Greg, was also there. 
His drugs of choice have run the 
gamut: Meth. Pills. Pot. Booze.
Right.
It’s the family members not present 
for the fight w ho conjure up the most 
painful memories for the Gervais 
family. Ethan’s b ro ther  Leroy, dead 
four years since a mysterious bacteria 
killed him, was the first in the family 
to get serious about boxing, and 
Ethan Gervais credits him for his 
own interest.
Left jab.
Then there’s Zach Gervais, 
Ethan’s cousin and close friend. They 
spent four m onths  living together in 
Missoula, attending Hellgate High 
School. However, in January 2007, 
back on the Blackfeet Reservation, 
Zach was stabbed to  death after 
entering a house where some 
teenagers were selling pot. E than’s 
brother John  was there and saw it 
happen. John  was stabbed in the leg, 
the blade just barely missing a main 
artery. Doctors  initially were afraid 
they’d have to amputate.
Right.
In the third round  Wagner 
rallied. He appeared fresher 
and more in control.
Still, Gervais and much 
of the crowd seemed 
confident that his 
onslaught in the 
first two rounds 
would win the 
fight.
When the 
referee raised a 
victorious taped 
hand, it was 
Wagner’s.
Gervais dropped 
his head as the ref,
Frank Kipp, a youth
probation  officer in Browning who 
is also coach and president of the 
Blackfeet N a tio n  Boxing Club, 
whispered encouragem ent in his 
f igh ter’s ear.
O n c e  m ore  Wagner jubilantly 
pranced around  the ring, 
fists pum ping. O nce  again the 
wrinner.
“ I felt sick,” Gervais said later. “I 
was really disappointed, I was like, 
‘Did they read that  right?’ Because I 
felt like I controlled the fight.”
Stats showed that  Gervais threw 
and landed m ore  punches than his 
counterpart.  T hen  there was that 
knockdow n, bu t it was ruled a slip by 
the judges after Kipp didn’t begin an 
8-count.
“E than knocked him dow n,” Kipp 
said later. “I should  have counted that 
and given him an 8-count for that. I 
ain’t perfect.”
Kipp— the coach, ref and probation 
officer— isn’t alone. O n  the Blackfeet 
Reservation, just like in the rest 
of the world, no th ing  is perfect. 
▼
Two weeks later, it is still cold in 
Browning. Scattered litter and dust 
swirl as the wind whips through the 
streets. O u ts ide  of town, plastic bags 
stick to barbed-wire fences, blown 
horizontal by  the relentless gusts.
It is Easter Sunday. O n  the outside 
of a brown warehouse behind the 
tribal court, a hand-painted sign 
reads: “Blackfeet N a tion  Boxing 
Club, An alcohol and drug free 
environm ent fo r  o u r  children. Here 
courage, pride and h onor live.” 
This club is a refuge for the children 
of Browning. A sanctuary free of the 
pressures to  partake in meth, 
marijuana, pills and alcohol. 
Frank Kipp pushes 
the clean lifestyle by 
prom oting  healthy 
living and a sense of 
community. Today 
the club is hosting 
an blaster egg hunt 
for low-income 
children, many 
o f  w hom  rely on 
the boxing club for 
support.
T he warehouse is 
packed with children 
and parents. Young boxers
and volunteers hand over goodies 
in exchange for tickets found  in 
plastic eggs. Prizes include T-shirts, 
educational toys, D V D s, plastic 
fishing poles, crayons, food. Many 
items were donated to  the boxing 
club by the American Indian Relief 
Council. T he rest has been acquired 
through private contributions.
As the last of the kids filter out, 
shouting their farewells, Kipp sits 
down on  a long w ooden table with 
built-in benches. H e  tiredly pulls off 
his black stocking hat.
Soon, a young man wanders in, late, 
but still hopeful for some Easter treats 
for his son. Kipp immediately leaps 
up and starts rummaging th rough  a 
box. H e  pulls ou t crayons, a D V D 
and one of the remaining fishing 
poles. Then he reaches for a T-shirt.
“Is this a little boy? This w o n ’t 
w ork then ,” he says, stuffing a pink 
shirt back into the box, opting instead 
for a green one. H e  adds cheerily, 
“Everybody gets som ething.”
Kipp is a burly man. W hen the 
light hits his crewcut, a shadow of 
silver becomes prominent. A bushy 
m oustache frames his upper lip and 
his face shows the wear of his time as 
a Seattle street fighter m ore than 25 
years ago, when racial tension made 
that city a scary place for an Indian. 
A scar crawls down from his hairline, 
extending two inches toward his 
brow. H e  is missing a front too th .
A deeply religious man, Kipp 
speaks with a traditional pipe resting
at his side, for s trength  and guidance, 
he says.
“I was a street fighter,” he 
acknowledges. “N ever  was a bully. 
You started it, then I ’ll finish it. I t ’s 
wrhat I was, who I used to be.”
H e  comes from  a family o f  boxers. 
H is  brothers E m m ett  and G lenn, 
coaches for the club, were regional 
champions once. His fa ther was 
a boxer. H is  son Jack was a state 
champion last year.
“People know  m y family as being a 
boxing family; we have the reputa tion  
from  here to Seattle,” he says.
This, he says, this boxing club— he 
does it for the kids. For the fu ture of 
the reservation.
C o m m u n ity  service events, like 
the Easter egg hunt,  are co m m o n  at 
the club, which Kipp founded in 2003 
at the request o f  tribal leaders. Behind 
the club warehouse sits ano ther  
warehouse, filled haphazardly with 
clothes and non-perishable food. Kipp 
often  enlists the boxers to  distribute 
the goods to needy families.
A bou t a dozen fighters regularly 
com e to  the daily practices. Last fall 
the num ber was between 30 and 40, 
b u t  dwindled as the season dragged.
K ipp’s enterprise runs primarily 
on  funds he o r  the club raise.
“T hey  say that I ’m  sitting on a 
goldmine for grants and I believe 
it,” he says. “But I couldn’t pursue 
it because I had so many things 
happening with the Boxing C lu b  and 
Youth Center, and you know  what, ^
B L A C K F E E T
R E S E R V A T I O N
Counties^ Glacier, Poncfera 
Reservation center: Browning 
Population: 1 0 ,1 0 0  
Native: 84%
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Kipp check s o u t the knuckles on  Tyson W h iteg ra ss ' right h a n d  th a t he  in jured  in his first fight. Kipp tells W h iteg rass  h e  n e e d s  to  w ra p  his h an d s bet­
te r  a t his n ex t fight to p ro te c t his knuckles.
I ’m only human, and sometimes I 
just run o u t  of gas.”
V
Frank Kipp has lived a life he prays 
his proteges w o n ’t have to.
H is  father took  the family on a 
tou r  o f  the Pacific Coast, working 
jobs in Los Angeles, Portland, Seattle 
and Spokane. All the while, Kipp 
learned to box.
W hen he was 13 the family moved 
to  Browning and Kipp’s amateur 
boxing career took  off. H e became 
champion o f  eastern M ontana at 15, 
but in a fight against the western 
M ontana champ, Kipp says he was 
robbed.
“I got cheated,” he says. “It  was 
such an unpopular decision that 
everybody booed. I got a silver medal.” 
H is  opponent earned a ticket to 
nationals, where he finished second.
“That should have been me,” Kipp 
says. “I was angry about it. H e  took 
som ething that I earned, th a t’s why 
I understand how Ethan feels. T h a t ’s 
the way I feel.”
Shortly after that fight, his boxing 
career was cut short. After a street
argument, he says he was walking 
away when a rock hurled at him split 
his skull open. H e  was left on  the side 
of the road, bleeding.
T he family moved back to Seattle, 
where in his 20s Kipp flourished as a 
street fighter and an artist. H e says 
in street brawls he often  won, but 
sometimes d idn’t.
H e  suffered o ther kinds of losses, 
too. Kipp says he fell into things he 
now warns kids to avoid.
“There were a few drugs here 
and there, nothing major,” he says. 
“I always believed m y body was a 
temple; I never put a needle in it, 
th a t’s for sure. T h a t’s no t  to say I was 
a saint either; I was lost.”
W hat he found was alcohol. He 
says it controlled him for years before 
he entered rehab. H e  says he slipped 
once, following his divorce, but now 
it’s been seven years of sobriety.
Kipp returned to  Browning in the 
early ’90s. H e  operated a concrete 
business and attended Blackfeet 
C om m unity  College.
H e  says his first interest in 
com m unity  service came from a class
at B C C  in which he organized a glove 
and hat drive for needy children. 
When the tribe asked him to work 
with kids, it was a no-brainer.
“I believe that we’re put on earth 
here to  help our  people— everybody, 
to help m ankind,” he says. “Some of 
us have been through a lot o f  things in 
o u r  lives that make us good counselors 
or good probation officers; we’ve had 
ou r  victories, w e’ve had our defeats. 
You can BS anybody in this world, 
but you can’t do  it to  H im .”
H e  speaks the last part with an eye 
toward the ceiling of the club, and his 
index finger pointing upward.
In 2002 he started tearing down 
the inside of the warehouse so he 
could build it back up. Kipp would sit 
in the club for hours, splitting time 
between w orking on his hom ework 
and on his dream.
T he result was a patchwork gym. 
T he boards d o n ’t all match and the 
walls are desperately in need of paint. 
O n e  wall is pocked with large holes 
from  the day some young bored 
boxers took  turns throwing the heavy 
medicine ball at it.
“It might not be the m ost uptow n 
facility, but to a boxer, it’s a palace,” 
Kipp says.
Three years ago Kipp graduated 
from BCC with associate degrees in 
criminal justice and human services 
counseling. Soon he started work as 
a you th  probation officer. O nce  he 
starts talking about his job, getting 
him to stop proves difficult.
“T he biggest thing about being 
a probation officer is prevention,” 
he explains. “We try to steer kids in 
the right way, we counsel kids... I ’ve 
dealt with so many things being a 
probation officer, so many sadnesses 
and so many happinesses and so many 
successes.”
There are plenty of factors to 
keeping Blackfeet youth  ou t of 
trouble. Kipp believes boxing is an 
im portant one.
H e  looks over his shoulder toward 
the heavy bags that line the east side 
of the gym. H e says, “Those guys 
right there, one, two, three, four, five, 
six, seven ... You’re looking at seven 
psychologists in this house.”
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In addition to the punching bags, 
donated exercise equipment fills 
the gym. A foosball table sits in the 
corner from the early days of the club 
when it moonlighted as a com m unity  
youth  center. T he club also used to 
serve weekly meals to dozens of 
children, but that ended when the 
schools were no longer allowed to 
donate leftover food. So the focus is 
squarely back on boxing and keeping 
kids clean.
“Pretty  much everyone smokes 
and drinks,” Gervais says of his 
generation. In a blended family of 11 
children Ethan is one of the few to 
remain clean.
“While the rest go out and party, 
they go o u t  for the weekend, but 
him, he grabs his gym bag and goes 
and works ou t,” says Rodney “F ish” 
Gervais, E than’s dad and a tribal 
council member.
Kipp says hundreds o f  kids, often 
delinquent youths  w ho have had Kipp 
as a probation officer, have passed 
through the club.
O n e  of them is Tyson Whitegrass.
Jus t  15, Whitegrass already has 
lots o f  life experience. H e  says he had 
a marijuana habit he got treatment
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for two years ago. In  middle school, 
after watching his older bro ther pull 
a knife in a fight, Whitegrass spent 
four nights in jail. “I d idn ’t like that 
at all,” he says.
As he does for many of his charges, 
Kipp pushed Whitegrass toward the 
club. The w ork  the boxers do outside 
of the ring counts toward com m unity  
service requirements for probation.
“Frank pushes you and kind 
of keeps you away from drugs 
and alcohol... in his own way,” 
Whitegrass says. “ I just d o n ’t 
want to waste m y talent.”
I t ’s not a s tretch to  say Whitegrass 
has potential as a fighter. After 
decisively winning a bout in early 
March, he was nam ed best novice 
boxer. As he talks, a Bernard H opkins 
pro fight flickers on the  family’s big- 
screen television. H is  tw o younger 
half-brothers, Tyson and Brandon 
Trombley, also m em bers of the boxing 
club, watch it intently. “I wanted 
to box because I th ink it would 
make positive change on myself,” 
Whitegrass explains. “Wanted to  do 
something in this community.”
Fish Gervais, while appreciative of 
the club’s efforts to keep kids clean, 
questions boxing’s long-term results.
“I hate to  sound negative,” he says, 
“but unfortunate ly  it does influence 
them at a certain time in their life, 
but what I ’ve found is like any o ther 
sport, the drinking takes over. Just 
the environment, that reservation 
environment, seems to  catch them, at 
least the majority of them .”
Julie Hayes, Browning Middle 
School principal, sees only positives 
from the boxing club.
“Every dealing that I’ve seen with 
it has been that they really work with 
kids to start making right decisions,” 
she says.
Whitegrass used to  skip school 
several times each week to  smoke 
pot, sometimes drink. Now, he trains 
at the gym five days a week.
His grades, when he was skipping 
school to  get high, were barely 
passing. Now, he says he gets A’s and 
B’s and hopes to go to  college. But 
he still sees the drugs and the booze 
and recognizes that no t everyone will 
make the tu rnaround  he has.
His stepfather, C hris  Trombley, 
has been sober four years, but of his
life before that he says, “You w ouldn’t 
have wanted to  know me then .” 
H e  adds, “This boxing, I ’m going to 
tell you right now, is really one of 
these things that  is the glue on these 
guys, keeping them  together.”
C heryl Gervais shares that 
sentiment. She is adamant that 
w ithout the s tructure  o f  the boxing 
club, her son E than would have gone 
down the same road as his older 
brothers.
E than Gervais has been with the 
club since its inception in 2003. H e 
says since the night he lost his fight 
with Billy Wagner, he’s watched video 
of it at least 10 times. Sometimes he 
watches it on  the big-screen TV at 
his aun t’s house. O th e r  times on 
C hery l’s camcorder. T he camera’s 
sound card is broken, so anyone 
watching it doesn ’t hear the loud 
cheers for Gervais.
His bedroom  offers no indications 
that he’s much different from other 
teenage boys. H e  has a poster of a 
naked w om an on one wall, another 
on the ceiling and one of Muhammad 
Ali. In the co rner  is a collection of 
his boxing trophies. W hen he opens 
the top  drawer o f  his dresser, his true 
passion fo r  the sport comes to light.
T he drawer is filled with dated 
issues o f  T he Ring Magazine, the 
pugilist’s bible. H undreds of them. 
T he video recorder on the television 
is loaded with fights he’s saved.
T he 5-feet, 10 inch, 140-pound 
boxer’s tw o-to-three  hours a day, 
five-days-a-week training regimen 
leaves little time for messing up.
“You can’t do  that if y o u ’re gonna 
drink,” Cheryl Gervais says. “You 
can’t function the next day.”
Ethan Gervais admits to drinking. 
But rarely, he’s quick to add.
Last sum m er he was arrested for 
being at a party, drinking alcohol. H e 
says he sm oked marijuana a couple of 
times when he was younger— not in 
the past year— but it w asn’t for him. 
H e  says he’s n o t  willing to sacrifice 
his boxing for alcohol or drugs.
“If you get drunk  it takes like 
a week of training and you’re just 
plum b ou t o f  shape,” he says. “All 
it takes is that one night of partying 
and after that y o u ’re just starting 
back from the b o t to m .”
If anyone in the boxing club knows
how hard it is to get back in shape 
after partying or doing drugs, it’s Jeff 
Madman.
W hen he works o u t  his lungs heave 
and he can feel the demons in his 
chest, the lingering effects of a four- 
m onth  meth binge last year. That 
ended when officers burst into his 
house in August, suspicious he was 
cooking the toxic drug. T hey  found 
a com m on household cleaner— a base 
ingredient in m eth— on his counter, 
he says, furthering their beliefs. H e  
insists he w asn’t making the drug and 
d idn’t even know what was in it until 
after he stopped using meth.
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Fighting fo r th e  B lackfeet N ation  
Boxing C lub, E than G e rv a is  hits his 
o p p o n e n t, Billy W ag n er, with a  right 
ja b  du ring  their m atch  in M arch .
Madman, like Gervais, has been 
with the boxing club since 2003. H e  
has floated in and out, his drug and 
alcohol abuse filling the gaps.
H e  says he’s 25, bu t after a long 
pause corrects himself and says 
he’s 26. H e has three children and a 
fiancee. Six-year-old Little Jeff wants 
to  be a boxer, too, and goes to  the 
gym with his dad; he runs with the 
team and smacks at the punching 
bags. Kipp thinks Little Jeff will grow 
into a champion boxer, an Olympian. 
H e ’s felt that way since the boy  was 
3 and he spotted  him walking around 
the tribal housing yard, boxing gloves 
up to his shoulders.
T he bust last August broke up 
M adm an’s family. The kids were sent 
to  live with relatives in G reat Falls.
I N N
M adm an spent four days in jail. H e  
says it to o k  three to  clean him up.
“I to o k  m y whole family down 
with me, basically, and I had to  pick 
myself back u p ,” he says.
Kipp has him tabbed as a 
fu ture coach o f  the club, bu t that 
w o n ’t be soon. Kipp is fine with 
M adm an running the club, as long as 
he stays clean.
“T h e  main thing is recovery,” he 
says. “A n d  I ’m not going to  judge 
anybody, because they learn their 
lesson. I believe everybody makes 
mistakes, but they can change and 
they  can do positive things for the 
com m unity .”
Frank Kipp thinks big. In addition 
to  the  food  bank and the boxing club, 
he hopes to build a park in a gravel 
lot next to  the warehouses. A youth 
radio station and business are also 
on  his list, as is a small water park to 
keep kids cool during summers.
Fish Gervais, E than ’s dad, isn’t sure 
h o w  practical those  endeavors are, but 
he appreciates Kipp’s enthusiasm.
“H e ’s obviously got som e high 
goals...,” he says. “T h e  reality is that 
you just d o n ’t have the financial 
support  for them. So achieving 
those  goals will be really difficult... 
I th ink we need m ore of those kinds 
o f  people ou t there. Even though  it 
may be U top ian  to a certain degree, 
his objectives and goals have made an 
impact on  this community, a positive 
impact. So hopefully we can achieve 
half o f  tha t .”
T h e  bouts  o n  March 8 were a step 
in the right direction, he says, despite 
the controversial fight between his 
son and Billy Wagner. T he crowd was 
excited, the energy positive. T he ring 
was situated beneath banners with 
messages like “We are the future, let’s 
make it drug free,” and “Real friends 
d o n ’t let friends take drugs.”
Ticket takers were told to  keep 
anyone w ho was drunk o r  s toned  out 
o f  the gym.
It  was a night for the kids, as well 
as fo r  the Blackfeet Reservation’s 
future.
“Pretty  much it b rough t  ou t 
the best in everybody,” says C hris  
Trombley. “T h e  electricity, you could 
just feel it...
“It a in’t just boxing; we need more 
positive things like that .” ©
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Fans o f th e  Rocky Boy N o rth e rn  S ta rs  c h e e r  on their team  a s  the boys fa c e  W inifred in th e  ch am pionsh ip  g a m e  o f  th e  M o n ta n a 's  S tate  High School C lass C B asketball T ournam ent in Butte.
mS gerrity Rocky Boy's fans get behind their team at the Class C Championships
P hotos by 
K e n n e t h  
B i l l i n g t o n
S m o k e  s tream s o f  b u rn e d  sage 
ascend  to  th e  ceiling, fo r m in g  a 
w a rm  ca n o p y  th a t  sp an s  th e  t iny  
lo ck e r  ro o m .  J u s t  o v e r  a d o z e n  
y o u n g  m en ,  few even  o ld  e n o u g h  
to  drive, h u d d le  in a t ig h t  circle 
a ro u n d  an e ld e r  o f  t h e  C h ip p e w a  
C re e  n a t io n ,  K e n n y  G o p h e r .
L o o k in g  d o w n  at th e  d im in u tiv e  
G o p h e r ,  th e y  s ta n d  tran s f ix ed  as 
he  waves a s h o r t  s t a f f  th a t  cradles 
a n u g g e t  o f  sm o ld e r in g  sage f ro m  
o n e  p layer  to  th e  n ex t .  O n e  at 
a t im e , th e y  b o w  th e i r  heads ,  
a l low ing  th e  s m o k e  to  en v e lo p  
th e i r  faces b e fo re  ta k in g  flight.
T h e y  s ta re  in tently . In  th e  sh o r t  
su b tle  gasps b e tw e e n  th e  w o rd s  o f  
th e  e ld e r ’s p ra y e r  rec i ted  in their  
native language , y o u  can h ea r  the  
h u ff in g  o f  th e i r  b re a th  g row ing  
m o re  in tense .
J u s t  m o m e n ts  ago ,  th e y  were 
d o n n in g  w h i te  a n d  ye l low  jerseys 
an d  w ra p p in g  th e i r  legs in ath le tic  
tape ,  s o m e  o f  th e m  h ea d -s lam m in g  
to  th e  rap  bea t o f  D M X ’s “Party  
U p  (U p  In  H e r e ) ” p u ls in g  from  
a b o o m b o x .  J u s t  m o m e n ts  ago, 
th e  N o r t h e r n  S tars  o f  R o c k y  B oy 
H ig h  S ch o o l  lo o k e d  like what 
y o u ’d ex p ec t  t o  find  in an y  locker 
ro o m  b e fo re  a b ask e tb a l l  game.
M o m e n ts  ago ,  th e y  lo o k ed  like 
t h e y  w ere  g e t t in g  ready  to  play
baske tba ll.
N o w  th e y  lo o k  like t h e y ’re 
g o in g  to  war. A n d  in m an y  ways 
th e y  are.
T h i s  gam e, th e  semifinal 
o f  th e  M o n ta n a  S ta te  C lass  
C  C h a m p io n s h ip ,  will dec ide 
w h e th e r  th e s e  k ids  f ro m  th e  
R o c k y  B o y ’s R eserv a tio n  will 
p lay  in t h e  c h a m p io n s h ip  gam e 
an d  m ak e  h i s to ry  fo r  th e i r  tr ibe . 
N o  R o c k y  B o y ’s te am  has m ad e  it 
t o  th e  to u r n a m e n t  final s ince th e  
s ch o o l  o p e n e d  in  1980.
A n y  h o p e  o f  th a t  res ts  o n  
first  b e a t in g  th e  P le n ty  C o u p s  
W arrio rs ,  a C r o w  R eserv a tio n  te am  
w ith  a h a rd -d r iv in g  ru n n in g  gam e 
ju s t  l ike t h e  S ta rs ’. T h e  W arrio rs
are u n d e fe a te d  th is  season . T h e  
S tars b r in g  a 19-4 reco rd  to  th e  
to u r n a m e n t .  In  th e i r  h ea r ts  th e y  
see it as a tribal b a t t le  o f  old.
T h e  p ra y e r  ends.  S o m e o n e  cu p s  
his h an d s  an d  beg ins  to  clap. C lap .  
C lap .  “H e r e  w e  go b o y s !” C lap .  
C lap .  “H e r e  w e  go b o y s !” F o u r  
m o re  jo in  in. C la p -C la p -C la p -  
C lap .  “Take ’em  o u t  b y  th e  th ro a t  
b o y s ! ”
A s th e  w h o le  te a m  b eg ins  
b e a t in g  th e i r  h an d s  fas te r  a n d  
faster, th e  e c h o  re v e rb e ra t in g  
t h r o u g h  th e  lo ck e r  r o o m  beg ins  
to  s o u n d  like hail s lam m in g  o n t o  
th e  r o o f  o f  a car.
T h e y  h o o t .  T h e n  scream . S o o n  
i t ’s a d ea fen in g  roar. T h e n  th e y ’re
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charging o u t  the door, ready to  play. 
Ready to win. But it is n o t  just a title 
they’re after. T hey  are fighting for 
their families. T heir  community. For 
a shot at som eth ing  better.
V
The sun rises with brilliance 
over the flat plains of Rocky Boy’s 
Reservation, illuminating the tiny 
community, vulnerable and exposed 
under the blinding light. T he aging 
trailer hom es that line the hillside 
cast looming shadows over the land, 
almost as a testam ent to the years 
of hard living endured by the tribes 
relegated to  the last of M ontana’s 
Indian reservations. Rocky B oy’s, 
named after C h ief  Stone Child, was 
created in 1916 by executive order 
of C ongress as a hom e for bands of 
Chippewa and Cree. At the first of 
only tw o roads o n to  the reservation 
from Highway 87 in northcentral 
Montana, a blue sign stands firm 
against the w ind’s assaulting gusts. 
Just beyond it is the fence at Box 
Elder H igh School, the reservation 
rivals of the Rocky Boy Stars. 
Choking out the faint song of a bird 
on the fence across the road, a siren’s 
blare can be heard just over the hill. 
I t’s a police car, barreling past the 
Box Elder school. Tailing it are three 
fire trucks, all w ith sirens blaring and 
lights blazing.
A bus that  sped behind the fire 
trucks slows to  a crawl as it passes 
the school. Inside, members o f  the 
N orthern  Stars basketball team pull 
down the windows and yell as they 
wave their fists in the air, while a 
procession of almost 40 cars follows, 
honking and yelling and weaving all 
over the road.
Eleanor Yellow Robe l e a d s ____
the pack in a white Dodge 
Charger. H e r  son, Lindsey 
Eagleman, is on  the bus 
bound for Butte and 
the championship 
tournament.
Yellow Robe 
ingrained basketball 
in her children from 
a young age. H er  
daughter, Frances 
•Eagleman, two years 
older than her son, 
plays for the girls’ team.
She says that  basketball is
crucial to  giving her children a sense 
o f  order.
“Keep y o u r  children busy,” 
she says. “Keep them  focused on 
som ething that  gives them joy and 
that they excel at.”
She says that . despite the 
prevalence o f  alcohol and drugs on 
the reservation, it’s easier to grow 
up there because everybody knows 
everybody.
“I t ’s one o f  the best environments 
to  grow up in because we’re so close,” 
she says. W ith daughter Frances in 
line to  be valedictorian at Rocky Boy 
H igh School this year, and Lindsey 
aspiring to  play basketball at Duke 
University, E leanor expects a lot 
from her kids. She expects them to 
   leave R ocky Boy’s some day.
b o y ' s
RESERVATION
' -  *
Hill C ounty  
R eservation center: 
Harlem  
Population 1 6 ,6 7 3  
N ative: 17%
“T h e  reservation will 
always be there, but to 
get world experiences 
will help them grow as 
a person,” she says.
Earlier that day 
at Rocky Boy High 
School, anticipation 
is in the air. Most 
of the students  hang 
around the halls to 
be counted in the 
pep rally, bu t principal 
Jim  C apps expects to 
see abou t a third of the
A ssistant c o ach  Direk Small le a d s  th e  N o rth e rn  S tars in a  p ra y e r  m om ents b e fo re  th e ir  s ta te  
to u rn a m e n t g a m e  a g a in s t Big S an d y  a t  th e  Butte Civic C en te r.
student body slip ou t the doors by 
the end of the day. “I t ’s like trying to 
push a line of marbles,” Capps says. 
“The excitement is trem endous. I t ’s 
just the same as if you mainlined 
sugar right into them .”
C apps says that basketball is one of 
the few things that give people a sense 
o f  superiority on the reservation. 
A fter years of reading in newspapers 
about failing scores on N o  C hild  Left 
Behind exams and s tuden ts’ lack of 
academic proficiency, the bad press 
chips away at their sense of self- 
w orth . “It makes it look like there’s 
som ething inferior” about Native
F rances E ag le ­
m an  d e c o ra te s  th e  
team  bus a s  fan s 
an x io u sly  p re p a re  
to  sen d  th e  S ta rs  to 
Butte, w ith th e  h o p e  
th a t th ey  will co m e 
ho m e w ith a  s ta te  
ch am p io n sh ip .
Americans, he says. But basketball 
gives his s tudents a sense o f  purpose 
and a chance to  prove themselves. 
“I t ’s just som ething that you can be 
p roud  of,” he explains. C apps says 
you can see people tear up w hen the 
Stars step o n to  the court. “T heir  
hopes and dreams kind o f  ride on 
these boys,” he says. “I t ’s a lot o f  
pressure, to  be honest.”
Yet at Rocky Boy H igh  School, 
sports  are not sacrosanct. Academics 
m ust come first. To remain eligible 
all athletes m ust maintain a 2.3 GPA. 
G rade checks are weekly fo r  every 
player, and if th e y ’re failing any class y
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they m ust sit out two games.
H ead Coach Tim H enry  warns 
that having to sit o u t  a single game 
could cost players their positions. 
“Just from day one at practice this 
year we’ve got so many good kids out 
there if you slip you could lose your 
spot in a matter of a day o r  two with 
ou r  practices,” H en ry  says he told 
the boys.
Assistant coach Direk Small, 
whose num ber of hair braids will 
multiply with every Stars’ win during 
the tournam ent, is hopeful about the 
young team’s future. “This is a good 
experience for them ,” he says. “If 
they w ork  hard and listen they can 
come back here. A lo t of these kids 
are basketball-oriented. If they keep 
w orking at it they can go somewhere 
and after high school they can do 
something with themselves.”
H enry  also likes the fact this is a 
young team.“Having young  kids that 
you can train and groom  to be the 
players that you want to be is a lot 
easier than to have a senior who is set 
in his ways already,” H en ry  says.
Small knows that basketball will 
help the boys have the confidence to 
experience life off the reservation. “I 
would encourage that, for them to 
leave the rez,” he says. “T h a t’s why 
we do what we do here. We try to 
discipline them  because they gotta 
understand that when they get out 
there they’re on their own. We want 
them to  be responsible because that 
way it will help them .”
O n  this day the team is generating 
a celebrity-like buzz that radiates 
through the halls. Erik Schildt, the 
team ’s 6-foot-5-inch center, is easy to 
spot in the hall. H e  doesn’t say much 
and when he does, it’s with a softness 
that belies his size.
“We just d o n ’t want to  let ou r  fans 
dow n,” he says, looking down at his 
hands. “I ’m trying to make history 
for ou r  school.” H e  worries about his 
grades, even though he knows he’s 
going to  the tournam ent.  A nd he’d 
like to  play college basketball, though 
i t ’s no t in the forefront of his mind.
“I ’m just trying to win the state 
championship,” he says. “I haven’t 
really thought about anyth ing  after 
high school yet.”
Shoving his arm, staring him down 
while he finishes his sentence, is
is the Bear Paw Casino where a half 
dozen gamblers are already staring at 
poker and keno machines that let out 
streams of beeps, punctuated by the 
occasional staccato of bells signaling 
a win. A handful of people sit at the 
bar, talking about this unlikely season. 
Curtis Stump, a tall young man in a 
leather jacket, is sitting at the end of 
the bar. A loud chuckle busts from 
his throat as he talks about how all 
winter, bar patrons listened to the 
radio in wonder.
“The whole reservation is listening 
to the game,” S tum p says.
“T hey’re very emotional,” 
bartender Louis Russette adds. “They 
really like their Stars.”
of nights to  get especially lonely in 
tow n during the tournam ent in Butte, 
256 miles southwest o f  here.
“This place kinda cleans ou t when 
they ’re ou t playing,” Russette says. 
V
The Stars and the caravan of fans 
have arrived in Butte, where the 
tournam ent opens up on a Thursday 
morning. T hey  are gearing up for 
their first o f  two games today, this 
one against Big Sandy, a team just off 
the reservation, about 25 miles west.
After an even first quarter, the Stars 
take charge and begin pummeling Big 
Sandy with a pressure defense. Schildt 
swarms the court  and barrels down 
on  Big Sandy relentlessly. H e  racks
up a few fouls, but his hard running 
begins to overwhelm Big Sandy, and 
soon they are looking winded and 
worn, ultimately turning the ball over 
33 times. W henever Sangrey gets the 
ball he darts around defenders for 
layup after layup. The teams trade 
baskets until Rocky Boy scores 7 
unanswered points late in the third 
and pulls away for a final 74-65 win. 
Rodney Turn Toes finishes with 17 
points for the Stars.
In their second game of the day, the 
Stars trail early against Scobey, bu t go 
on a 24-9 run that propels them to  a 
75-56 final.
This puts them in the Friday night 
semifinal, when they will face the 
Plenty Coups Warriors.
Back at the hotel, the Stars seem 
to be merely enjoying their stay out 
of town, feasting on pizza and Pepsi 
and crowding into a few rooms for 
“Call of D u ty ” tournam ents on their 
X-Boxes. In their minds, however, 
thoughts o f  the looming game are 
difficult to escape.
D espite their solid performances 
thus far, doubts  run high. Even some 
parents of Stars players are hard 
pressed to say they have a shot at 
besting a team that has dem onstrated 
not only a hard-running game, but 
also the patience to carry it th rough 
all four quarters. T he key to their 
success, says starting guard Lindsey 
Eagleman, will be building on  good 
play from the start. “We build our  
game off of m om entum ,” he says.
Sangrey, still riding the crest of the 
last two wins, pins it on  psyching out 
the o th er  team. “You just gotta take 
’em out right away,” he says. “Take 
out their heart and wear ’em dow n.”
“I t ’s the Crow s against the Crees,” 
he observes. “I t ’s a ‘back-in-the-day’ 
battle. T here ’s no  C us te r  here. N o w  
we have a chance to prove w h o ’s 
better.”
Deafening cries from the sea of 
6,000 spectators rise from seats under 
the blistering spotlights courtside up 
to the shady nooks of the nosebleed 
section.
At the first snatch of the ball, the 
Stars s torm  the court, twirling to 
and fro between one another in an 
intricate dance of passes to the hoop. 
O f  their first 20 points, 16 come from 
layups. T he Warriors run wild,
Mike Sangrey Jr., who doesn’t seem 
to let anything get to him. “I think 
we bo th  know w e’re bailers,” Sangrey 
interjects.
H e ’s confident because he 
remembers his heroes w ho made 
it to earlier state tournaments. His 
eyes light up as he recalls Browning 
star Mike Chavez leading his team 
to victory at the championship in 
Billings years ago.
“W hen he got the ball and he came 
down the middle and B O O M ! I was 
just like ‘Man, I want to do that some 
day,’” he says. “I wanted to play in 
the state championship game.”
Jus t  down the road from school
Despite the to w n ’s satisfaction 
over a successful season, patron Gale 
Eagleman says the team surprised 
people. “We’re shocked they made it 
this year considering how' young they 
are,” Eagleman says. “Erik Schildt is 
only a sophom ore.”
Talk about the team drifts to the 
men reminiscing about their own 
days on the court. Ron Eagleman 
remembers 1984 when playing as a 
freshman for the Stars he went up 
against his brother, a senior playing 
for Box Elder. “I got a block on him, 
but they called a foul,” Eagleman 
chuckles.
Russette expects the next couple
A yo u n g  fan ch e e rs  o n  th e  N o rth e rn  S tars o f Rocky Boy a s  th ey  fa c e  W inifred  in the cham p io n ­
ship g a m e  of th e  C lass C S tate  Tournam ent.
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trying to  keep up. Given two teams 
with reputations for a high-pressure 
game, eventually one has to  give out. 
This night, it is the Warriors. The 
Stars leave the court at halftime with 
a 21-point lead.
Dpring the third quarter, whatever 
switch they turned on early will not 
go off. For every point the Warriors 
struggle for, the Stars answer with 
three pointers and quick layups. By 
the fourth. P lenty C ou p s  is taxed for 
energy. Exhausted panic sets in as 
their undefeated season slips away.
The frenzy hits fever pitch as the 
crowd anticipates the Stars cracking 
the century mark. Jerod Parker hits a 
jumper with 18 seconds in the game 
to get the team to  its final tally of 101 
against P lenty C o u p s’ 74.
With the win the Stars make it 
further than any Rocky Boy team has 
ever gone. In  the hallway outside the 
locker rooms, shouts of glee fill the 
air as proud parents huddle around 
their champions, and clusters of 
kids line up to  have their sweatshirts 
signed by their new heroes.
“You just gotta n o t  let the little 
kids dow n,” Schildt says. “It makes 
you push harder.”
O n ly  the sharp crack o f  a wooden 
desk flying across the hall into brick 
manages to  briefly distract the revelers 
as an em bittered Warrior stands ready 
to give hell to anybody who dares to 
step in front o f  him. “Hey! You’re 
done!” an assistant coach yells before 
escorting the player to the locker 
room.
T hough the loss was hard on Plenty 
Coups, m ost o f  them  would turn out 
the next night to  get behind the last 
Indian team in the championship.
O u t  in the parking lot, a procession 
of cars w ith horns honking  and fans 
cheering leads the Stars bus ou t of the 
parking lot and back to their hotel.
The only th ing in the Stars’ way 
now is an old rival. Winifred upset 
Rocky Boy a week earlier in the last 
quarter o f  the divisional tournam ent 
championship game. N o w  was their 
chance to  take everything back.
O n  this Saturday night it seems 
nearly the entire Rocky B oy’s
Reservation has turned o u t  to witness 
this m om ent in history. In  the stands, 
several generations of family stom p 
and holler, waiting fo r  the tipoff.
Kyle Small points to the stands at 
the far end of the court where three 
generations of his family fill several 
rows. H e  says at least 75 of them  are 
in the arena. “ I d o n ’t know  how  to 
feel right now! I can’t explain it. I ’ve 
never felt this before!” he shouts.
Warren Small says a win tonight 
will inspire the whole reservation, 
as well as his six children enrolled 
in the Rocky Boy school system. 
“W hen something like this happens it 
means so much. It makes the people 
m otivated,” he says. “Basketball is 
life.”
C oach  H en ry  stands on  the 
sidelines and the crowd is on edge, 
waiting fo r  a double-overtime 
game between the Pioneers and the 
Spartans to  end.
At the tipoff, Winifred grabs the 
ball and scores a 3-point bucket. 
Rocky Boy quickly ties it, bu t ano ther 
basket and a second 3 put Winifred in
control.
T h e  crowd grows restless. Men 
s tand  and scream at their players to 
keep running. Fans stare transfixed 
at the team that is carrying all their 
hopes. Twenty years of waiting have 
led them  to  this m om ent.
Little by little, however, Winifred 
widens the gap. Rocky Boy fans w o n ’t 
give up. O nce-sto ic  adults s tand up, 
sometimes in rows of two o r  three, 
screaming commands at their players. 
“Run! Run! Go! Go! G o !” Both 
teams are giving their all, bu t by the 
fourth  quarter it’s clear that Winifred 
has the m om entum .
W ith just m om ents to go, assistant 
coach Small rests his arm over the 
shoulder o f  one of his Stars, ejected 
on a technical foul, and w ho now 
hides his face under his jersey. H en ry  
is still pushing his team, but the gap, 
narrowed to  11 points in the fourth  
quarter, widens as Winifred scores 
13 of the next 19 points. Rocky 
Boy needs a last-minute miracle, like 
Winifred got the last time the two 
teams met a week ago.
T hey  d o n ’t get it. T he final is 
68-54. The Stars file back in to  the 
locker room , greeted by  dozens and 
dozens of waiting arms. T heir  tears 
are met by  smiles of admiration, 
their slumping shoulders embraced 
by throngs of fans who d o n ’t let 
go. Some of the boys look stunned, 
staring in disbelief at just how  close 
they had come, how narrowly their 
championship had slipped away. 
Schildt walks slowly, his le tter jacket 
on his shoulders, trying to hold back 
the tears as fans crowd around him, 
still every much their hero.
T h e  boys and their fans celebrate 
their season with a post-game 
banquet.
Sangrey thanks all those w ho 
braved the long drive from  the 
reservation to  see them  through their 
quest. H e  will remind his teammates 
they  will go hom e the next day, but 
immediately begin training fo r  next 
year when they advance to Class B 
status.
T h e  words of elder Kenny G o p h er  
before their final victory of the season 
reverberate. “You guys are going to 
make history at hom e.” O
Assistant c o a c h  Small co n so le s  sen io r g u a rd  C h a d d  Taylor n e a r  th e  e n d  of th e  ch am p io n sh ip  g a m e  a g a in s t W inifred
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M M sa il
Family legacy
Sports shaped how Henry Camel's 18 children 
grew up, but left different imprints on their lives
T h e  sw eet,  s tale smell 
o f  sw eat a n d  cigars 
hovers  over  th e  4,000 
sp e c ta to rs  w edged  
s h o u l d e r - t o - s h o u l d e r  
inside  th e  H alifax  
M e t ro  C e n tre .  T h e  arena 
pu lsa tes  w ith  en e rg y  and  
ex p ec ta t io n .  F an s  swig b e e r  and  
place bets  o n  to n ig h t ’s h is toric  
m atch ,  th e  first In te rn a t io n a l  
B oxing  F ed e ra t io n  C ru ise rw e ig h t  
W orld  C h a m p io n sh ip .
T h e  first f ig h te r  ducks  u n d e r  
the  ropes . R o d d y  M ac D o n a ld ,  177 
p o u n d s ,  is a 23-year-o ld  C anad ian  
and  he  has th e  c r o w d ’s su p p o r t .  
H e re  to  d e fen d  a 23-3  record , 
M ac D o n a ld  w a rm s up , b o u n c in g  
lightly  side t o  side.
A  sec o n d  w a r r io r  en te rs  the  
ring. M arvin  C am el,  a 32-year- 
old, 1 8 6 -p o u n d  f ig h te r  f rom  
R o n an ,  M o n t . ,  has 42 w ins  and 5 
losses. W earing an eag le -fea ther  
h ead d ress  th a t  trails  t o  th e  m at,  
C am e l  shuffles  his feet in a slow, 
m easu red  d an ce  a r o u n d  the  
ring, f lo u rish ing  a w o o d e n  s taff 
d e c o ra te d  w ith  b lu e  beads  and  
lea ther fr inge. T h e  w a r  b o n n e t  
s tays o n  fo r  p u n c h in g  p ractice . A 
fea th er  fo r  every  “scalp ,"  he  calls 
it, m ean ing  every  win. In  th e  Salish 
Indian trad i t io n ,  he  is p re p a r in g  
for a battle.
T h is  is C a m e l ’s seco n d  c o n te s t
Story by 
La u r e n  R u s s e l l
Photos by 
K r is t a  M iller
fo r  th ec ru ise rw e ig h t  title; 
he becam e the  first- 
ever cru ise rw eigh t 
c h a m p io n  o f  the  W orld 
Boxing  C o u n c i l  th ree  
years earlier, in 1980.
T h e  sev en th  o f  14 half­
b lack , ha lf- Ind ian  siblings 
o f  a fa th e r  w h o  had  18 children , 
C a m e l  began  b o x in g  to  fight 
th e  p re ju d ice  he faced g row ing  
up  on  th e  F la th ead  R eservation  
in w e s te rn  M o n tan a .  T on igh t ,  
th o u g h ,  he  is f igh ting  fo r  the  
F la th ead  N a t io n .
T h e  re feree  signals th a t  i t ’s t im e 
to  s ta r t .  C a m e l  g en t ly  rem oves 
his w ar  b o n n e t  and  hands it to  
his m anager.  Final rem in d e rs  are 
issued  to  th e  f igh ters ,  th e n  th e  
re feree  s teps  back. T h e  batt le  
begins.
Two m in u te s  and  
49 sec o n d s  in to  the  
f if th  r o u n d ,  the 
so u th p a w d e l iv e rs  
a hard  r igh t  to  
M a c D o n a l d ’ s 
ch e s t ,  d ro p p in g  
h im  to  his 
knees.
B ut in s tead  
o f  calling  a 
k n o c k d o w n ,  th e  
re fe ree  signals 
a lo w  blow. H e  is 
q u ick ly  o v e r ru led  by
__________ jon
F SER VA Tl DN  ^
th e  fe d e ra t io n ’s d i r e c to r  an d  
C a m e l  is dec la red  th e  w inner .  T h e  
a n n o u n c e m e n tb r in g s th e C a n a d ia n  
c ro w d  to  its feet, incensed .  B eer  
b o t t le s ,  p o p c o rn  a n d  sc re a m e d  
o b scen it ie s  ra in  d o w n  o n  C am e l .  
U n fa z e d ,  he raises his a rm s  ab o v e  
his head , c la im ing  th e  t i t le  th a t  
t o o k  21 years  o f  t ra in in g  an d  
sacrifice t o  a t ta in .
H e  n o  lo n g e r  has a n y th in g  to  
p rove .  H e  is th e  w o r ld  c h a m p io n .
I t ’s been  25 years  s ince  C a m e l ’s 
m o m e n to u s  f igh t,  18 since his last. 
But he  will always be a boxer .  M o re  
th an  his l ivelihood, b o x in g  is th e  
so u rc e  o f  all th e  co n f id e n ce  an d  
es teem  h e  possesses  as a 57-year-  
o ld  m an . H e  says th a t  in a 
place  w h e re  cu r ly  b lack  
hair an d  d a rk e r  sk in
C ounties: Lake, Flathead, 
M issoula , Sanders 
Reservation center: Pablo 
Population 2 6 ,1 7 2  
N ative: 2 5 %
m
m ade his fam ily  
ta rg e ts  o f  b o t h  
h o s t i l i ty  a n d  
i n d i f f e r e n c e ,  
a t h l e t i c s  
gave th e m
p r o te c t io n  an d  
v in d ica t io n  fo r  
be in g  d if fe ren t .  
T h e  C a m e ls  
becam e  a th le t ic  
su p ers ta rs .
T h e y  b ecam e
s p o r ts  d y n a s ty
BOXING HJSTOK\
KENNY ‘CO SI’ CAMEL
M arvin  C am el w a s  p ro u d  to  b e  h o n o re d  by 
triba l e ld e rs  w ith a  full-length h e a d d re ss .
Photo o f Marvin courtesy o f the Camel family.
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I N k t i n w ®  M ® w :
on this 1.3-million-acre reservation
Among the royalty of Ronan 
High School, whose pictures hang 
on a Wall of Fame, are the visages of 
Camels in nearly every sport. For the 
older Camels, boxing was a means of 
survival; for the younger siblings, the 
armor of the Ronan C hief uniforms 
earned them recognition and 
acceptance.
For some members o f  the family, 
finding their way in life after sports 
was hard, since academics were never 
a priority, or even seemed a necessity. 
But sports did teach a s trong work 
ethic, which for many Camels 
ultimately translated into academic 
or professional success long after the 
final whistles blew.
V
It started with boxing.
H enry Camel, a semi-pro black 
boxer from N o r th  Carolina, left 
home at 16 and joined the Navy. 
While stationed in Astoria, Ore., he 
met Alice Nenemay, w ho had left the 
Flathead Reservation a t 15 and found 
work as a welder in a Washington 
shipyard. T he two married in 1944 
and moved to the Flathead after 
World War II.
In addition to working, H enry 
started the D esert H orse  Boxing 
Club in Poison and Ronan to  train 
boys and men to box. H e  had known 
the cold stares or outright insults 
of racial prejudice and insisted that 
his sons Charles, Tom, Marvin and 
Kenneth learn the sport  to prepare 
them physically and mentally for 
the challenges they faced as the only 
black family on the reservation.
Tom, now 60 and fourth  in 
the Camel lineup, easily recounts 
incidences of racism the family 
experienced. O n  an outing to a 
Ronan cafe when Tom was about 10, 
the owner asked the family to  leave, 
he says, because som e customers 
didn’t want to eat in the same room 
as Henry. Tom says he and his 
brothers were targets of racial slurs 
and hostility from both  whites and 
Native Americans. Boxing was their 
counterpunch against the slights.
“H e  said, ‘If anybody calls 
you names, you fight back,” Tom 
recalls. “H e  taught us that we had a 
responsibility to  defend ourselves.”
Tom started boxing at 12 and
I
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fought in 78 matches before he was 
20. H e  traveled with the Desert 
H orse  team to  tournam ents all 
over M ontana and qualified for the 
national G olden  Gloves tournam ent 
for am ateur boxers 16 and older, 
where he reached the semifinals.
“Boxing gave me some control and 
some self-esteem in a place that took 
away your self-esteem,” Tom says. “It 
also gave my family self-esteem when 
they would com e to  watch me box.”
W hen Tom was 21 and about to 
be drafted in to  the military he chose 
instead to enlist. H e  continued to 
box on an army team until he was 
w ounded in Vietnam and had his leg 
amputated.
W hen Tom was in Vietnam, Marvin 
began to  thrive as a boxer. H e fought 
his first match as an 11-year-old at an 
event in Poison that his parents took 
him to watch.
“M y dad said that someone was 
looking for a fight and asked me how 
much I weighed,” Marvin says. “I said 
106 pounds, then  Dad turned away 
and told the guy, ‘I ’ve got someone 
for you .’”
Marvin lost, bu t decided he wanted 
to learn how to  win. H e  began training 
by sparring with his brothers in their 
yard. Even th ough  he was gifted in
o ther sports— he lettered in track, 
football and basketball— boxing 
triumphed.
“Boxing for me was never a chore,” 
Marvin says.
Boxing earned Marvin newfound 
respect. Sauntering through the halls 
of Ronan schools with a boxer’s 
self-assured swagger, Marvin says he 
made sure kids knew he could “clean 
their clocks.” H e  says pointedly 
that nobody dared call him “nigger” 
again.
N o t  every Camel boy  wanted to 
be a fighter. Ken Camel remembers 
being pushed under the ropes by 
his father as a scared 6-year-old. H e 
hated the sport, hated being hit. To 
try to avoid boxing, he hid behind the 
woodshed when H enry  was loading 
up the van for matches. Ken begged 
to be left alone, but H en ry  told 
him he would need to learn to  fight 
someday. With his m o m ’s help, Ken 
quit at 8 after two fights.
H e  still benefited from  having 
boxing brothers. T he older boys used 
the sport to  earn reputations as the 
toughest boys on the reservation. As 
his bro thers  got bigger, so did their 
shadows, which Ken readily stepped 
into.
“Everybody knew I was that
Two-time 
cru ise rw eig h t 
b o x in g  ch am ­
pion  o f the 
w orld , M arv in  
C am el w a s  re ­
cen tly  inducted  
into th e  N ative  
A m erican  Hall 
of Fam e fo r  his 
ach iev em en ts  
a s  a  b o x e r  
a n d  N ative 
A m erican  
a th le te . M arv in  
cu rren tly  tra ins 
kids to  b o x  in 
T avares, Fla.
Marvin C am el’s brother,” Ken says. 
“I walked on water. N o b o d y  touched 
me.
Ken re turned to  boxing, however, 
wrhen he failed his first year at the 
U niversity  o f  M ontana. N o t  w anting 
to  go back to the reservation, he 
decided to  t ry  am ateur boxing. H e  
joined Marvin in Missoula, where 
together  they repaired pinball 
machines by day and sparred by 
night.
After 23 professional fights, Ken 
quit boxing for the second and final 
t ime with a 17-3-3 record. H e  said 
he was tired of hitting people and 
of being hit, which— because of 
his pronounced  Native American 
bone s tructure— resulted in marked 
scars still visible under his sharply 
triangular eyebrows. H e  was also 
weary o f  being mistaken for Marvin.
“I had the legacy of being the 
younger sibling of Marvin Camel, 
w ith all everybody’s expectations 
always on me,” Ken says. “I wanted 
to  take another road.”
A bout the time the passion for 
boxing was taking hold in Marvin, 
his father and coach left the family 
and moved to H om edale, Idaho, with  
ano ther  w om an, leaving Alice to  raise 
the 11 children still living at hom e. ^
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H enry  had four children with Mildred 
C o n k o  and they too  became boxers. 
Starting at 6 years old, the three 
boys were sparring in their home 
gym, learning the bob-and-weave. 
Traveling to tournam ents consumed 
m ost weekends. In a mostly Mormon 
community, the club functioned as 
the same social tool for Zack, Bill 
and J.R., the only dark-skinned kids 
in Homedale, as it did for H enry ’s 
o th er  sons.
Boxing allowed Zack and J.R. to 
cross the cultural divide at school. 
T hey  used their strength and skills 
to  defend not only themselves, but 
the weaker, m ore vulnerable kids, 
w ho were grateful for the Camels’ 
handiness with their hands.
“W ithout boxing, which gave 
me all the confidence and all the 
strength  I got, I w ouldn’t have made 
it th rough ,” Zack says.
T hough the boys d idn’t pursue 
boxing beyond high school, Zack says 
that J.R. could have been a champion. 
But he chose basketball, and shined 
for a few years on the University 
o f  M ontana m en’s team in the late 
1990s. H e  was twice an all-Big Sky 
Conference pick and as a sophomore 
was fourth in the nation in num ber of 
steals per game. J.R. says he couldn't 
have been successful w ithout the 
support of Henry, who died 10 years 
ago, in bo th  boxing and basketball.
“Dad was always in our corner 
for boxing,” J.R. says. “And for 
everything else. H e  was always in our 
corner.”
V
D ow n a rutted dirt road slicing 
straight to  the heart of the Mission 
M ountains sits a little blue house in 
which the Camel family matriarch is 
living her last days.
O n e  o f  the last full-blood 
Pend D ’Oreille on the Flathead 
Reservation, Alice N enem ay  Camel 
is 88, deaf and dying o f  congestive 
heart failure. She spends m ost days 
in her living room  with the TV on 
low, tended to by her children, but 
also com forted  by the floor-to- 
ceiling photographs that line her 
walls. Hardly a foo t  of her home is 
void of a memory. T he children who 
live nearby visit daily to  care for her, 
and the rest are trickling home to say 
goodbye to their mom, their biggest
supporter and fan.
Today, her three youngest children 
are here. Bobby, 48, is a chef at Kicking 
H orse  Job  Corps and comes daily 
to cook Alice dinner. Terry, 50, the 
director o f  a military sports program 
in Fort Bragg, N .C., is visiting for 
two weeks. She and Renee, at 46 the 
baby of this branch o f  the family, 
are sitting around the sunny kitchen 
table, looking through old sports 
photographs o f  themselves and their 
siblings.
“I can’t believe someone kept all 
of these pictures,” Renee says. “It 
wasn’t a big deal to us back then, it 
was just what we did.”
A fter H enry  left, Alice worked 
as a housekeeper and a cook in the 
cafeteria at Ronan H igh School. 
M oney was tight in the three- 
bedroom  household where hand-me- 
down clothes had 10-year cycles and 
meals consisted of one serving, no 
second helpings, no leftovers.
With m ost o f  the children still 
at home, the Camels entertained 
themselves by playing sports. They 
had enough for softball games. They 
also practiced track and field in their 
expansive backyard. Ken built Terry 
hurdles so that she could fit in extra 
practice after school. Living outside 
of town meant that for most of the 
time, the Camels were each o thers’ 
main competitors and friends.
“We grew up just trying to exist,” 
Bobby says. “But we were usually
so busy that we d idn’t have time to 
think about being poor.”
Renee smiles, remembering one 
of her favorite memories from 
childhood. W hen Bobby was in fifth 
grade, the track coach came to  the 
house to pick him up for a meet. But 
Bobby d idn’t have any running shoes 
because Alice couldn’t afford them. 
Wearing only white, mid-calf tube 
socks on  his feet, he got on  the bus, 
went to  the track meet and won.
“I can just see the toes of his white 
socks flapping in front of him as he 
crossed the finish line,” she says, 
laughing.
“I thought it was embarrassing,” 
Bobby says.
The Camels played and excelled 
at every sport available: basketball, 
football, softball, track, cross­
country and cheerleading. Renee, 
who was the first female all-state 
and all-conference basketball player 
from Ronan, played volleyball just 
for fun and was awarded a volleyball 
scholarship to the University of 
M ontana, where she lettered her first 
and only year on the team.
Bobby, w ho for years held a state 
record in hurdles, says he competed 
in sports bo th  because he wanted to 
be like his brothers  and sisters and 
to stand ou t from them. Terry and 
Renee say they played sports to stay 
busy and to  belong.
Joe MacDonald, president of 
Salish Kootenai College and a former
Alice N en em ay  C am el, 88  a n d  a  full-blood Pend D 'O reille , w a s  a  hard-w orking w om an  while 
raising  11 of h e r  14 children on  her ow n. Still, "M om  w as o u r b ig g es t su p p o rte r ,"  sa y s  Terry.
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Ronan H igh School coach, became 
acquainted with the Camels as they 
passed through  Ronan schools. H e 
remembers them  as an exceptionally 
talented family that d idn’t quite fit in, 
despite their success as athletes.
“T hey  were an in-between family,” 
MacDonald says. “A black family, 
a struggling family whose father 
left them, so even though • they 
were sports stars, they weren’t held 
in the highest regard in that way. 
Because they were part black, they 
didn’t get involved in Indian things 
like powwows and drumming. But 
they weren’t acquainted with black 
[culture] either.”
H e remembers that Alice Camel 
always made sure that the kids got to 
school on time and when she could 
spare the time from  work, she was 
always given passes to  the games.
“M om  was ou r  biggest supporter ,” 
Terry says. “Maybe she d idn’t make 
it to all the games, bu t she made sure 
we got to  practice and back from 
practice. We were always taken care 
of.”
V
For m ost of the Camels, sports 
after high school wasn’t a goal. And 
for some, finding their place off the 
court o r  field has been a struggle.
C om ing back to  the reservation 
after Vietnam was difficult for Tom. 
H e d idn’t just lose his leg; for a long 
time he searched fo r  the confidence 
and self-worth that  he possessed 
before going to war. H e  admits to 
battling alcoholism since returning 
but says he’s been sober for many 
years.
It took  Tom a while to  figure ou t 
the path for his new life. In  school, he 
had been an athlete, no t a student. But 
he was able to harness the discipline 
he learned from  boxing to  become 
a better student. H e  has earned two 
master’s degrees and w orked as a 
mental health counselor.
Education w asn’t a priority for 
most o f  the Camel boys. N e ither 
Alice nor  H en ry  attended high 
school. F o r  Marvin, Ken and Bobby, 
being successful in sports  meant that 
they slid through school w ithout 
much effort.
Ken says that he used to  tu rn  in 
drawings in place o f  assignments in 
his history class.
“It was like ‘I ’m Kenny Camel, I 
only have to  show  up  and be on the 
team ,’” Ken says. “I d idn’t have to do 
noth ing .”
After graduating, Ken decided to 
try  college. But after a year at the 
University of M ontana, he was back 
on  the reservation.
“I bom bed ou t of every course,” 
he says. “I cou ldn’t read, write or 
study, d idn’t know  about notes and 
tests. So I went back in to  boxing. I 
took  that chip on m y shoulder of not 
being prepared for academics and got 
angry.”
T hough he was a good boxer, Ken 
retired permanently  at 23 with the 
goal o f  becoming a college graduate. 
H e  finally achieved part of this goal 
last year when he graduated from 
Salish Kootenai College with an 
associate’s degree in information 
systems.
Ken is still trying to find his place 
on the reservation. H e  has held 
several jobs within the tribe and 
works as a basketball referee for the 
M ontana Officials Association. H e 
hopes to  com bine his affinity for art 
and storytelling to  become a cultural 
figure in his tribe. A nd someday 
finish his bachelor’s degree.
Bobby dropped  out of college
at University of Montana-Western 
after a year and a half. H e  says he was 
never very good at school. N o  longer 
having the competitive channel of 
high school athletics was a difficult 
transition, but he says he now  directs 
that drive into his job at Kicking 
H o rse  Job  Corps.
For Zack Camel of the second 
Camel family, boxing ended at 15 
when he decided to  pursue basketball 
and moved to Ronan for his senior 
year of high school. Dejected when 
he w asn’t recruited to play for U M , 
he turned his focus to  getting an 
education. H e  says his m om  Millie 
always hoped he would use education 
to give back to his tribe. W hen J.R. 
was recruited to  the University of 
M ontana basketball team, Zack was 
busy completing his business degree. 
H e  now  works in the tribal accounting 
office and coaches the SKC m en ’s 
basketball team, whose streak of 
three consecutive undefeated seasons 
was b roken  this year.
M odest like m ost of the Camels, 
Zack is reluctant to claim a major 
role in the success of the team. H e  
is just happy to  still be a part o f  the 
game and have a positive impact on 
his players.
“I ’m  just trying to  give these
Ken C am el 
re tire d  from 
b o x in g  a t  23  
b e c a u s e  he 
w a s  tire d  of 
fighting a n d  
w a n te d  to  g e t 
b a c k  to  his 
a r t  a n d  le a rn  
m o re  o f  his 
m o th e r 's  cul­
tu re . "I d o n 't  
like fighting. 
Being a  (half) 
b la c k  a th le te  
in th e  s ta te  o f 
M o n ta n a  w as 
o d d ."
N ative American kids w h o  d o n ’t 
get to  play basketball anywhere else 
an opportun ity  to  stay part of an 
organization and play,” he says.
W hen Marvin retired from  boxing 
in 1990, he lived in California before 
settling in Tavares, Fla. H e  works for 
C ircuit C ity  and trains kids to box 
a t the O m ega Z one  Gym. H e  has a 
com fortable lifestyle in Florida; he 
speaks of the pride he takes in his 
w ork  and as a role model to  kids. But 
he hopes to  leave Florida soon  and 
com e hom e to  M ontana, get to  know  
the three sons w ho stayed behind 
once his career took  off. O n c e  back, 
he might get a degree in electronics 
repair. O r  start a boxing franchise 
to  find and train the next world 
champion.
For Marvin, looking back on a 
career that eternally marks him  as one  
o f  the  greatest athletes in M ontana 
history, his proudest m om ent isn’t a 
victory in the ring. It is the day the 
Salish Kootenai tribal elders presented 
h im  with a ceremonial war b o n n e t  and 
made him an honorary  tribal chief.
“They  finally accepted me as a true 
brother,” Marvin says. “N o t  as a 
boxer, n o t  as half black, bu t as a true 
member.” ©
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